Introduction
Tacitus Speaks

| am a gpaceship. | am about the size of the Martian moon Phobos, although not nearly asdense. | am
also ahuman being. That a spaceship can be ahuman being is afact commonly accepted today, but there
was once atime when everyone didn’t believe such things at al. Many people believed the opposte.

| ananold ship. Let me unwind my tale.

Thisisthe story of the civil war that once tore our solar system to pieces, and of the eventsthat led to the
founding of the government that we have today. But to tell such atale as merely adry rattling off of facts
would beto missthe point. History it facts; history is people—in al the myriad formsthey come.

What makes a human being? In the end, that is what we were fighting for—to determine what makeup
the human race would take to the stars.

We are entering, then, upon aperiod of turmoil and transformation. An empire rose and fell. Democracy
was put to the fire and hammered into an amaost unrecognizable configuration. Low deedswere
perpetrated, and it often seemed that evil had the upper hand. Heroes emerged from the obscurity, and
some died glorioudy, while others were beaten and broken. Children killed children, and old men and
women were driven from their homes and murdered. Millions died; billions suffered. It was ahard timeto
bedive.

Y et it was atime of incredible ingenuity and fervent creativity. New sciences were born. Grest literature
was written. People who ordinarily would have never known one another came together to face a
common foe. Necessity abolished pregjudice, and humans became brothers and sisters—and, in some
cases, lovers—with those whom they would scarcely have acknowledged as persons before.

Nobody redly won. But everyone who somehow managed to live through the war achieved akind of
victory.

And, inthe end, dl of the horror and heroism was the reflection of the soul of an anguished poet. For the
war was really the birth throes of anew sort of human, and Thaddeus Kaye was both the cause and the
victimofital.

Thisisthe story of what humans made of the timesin which they found themsdalvesin the years after the
turn of the third millennium. And sincetimeisnow proving to be exactly as maleable as the human spirit,
| set it adrift upon the future and the past from these shores of my present. | do not know precisely what
guiseit may come to you in—perhaps only asamyth or acautionary tale. So beit. | have faith that what
it al redly means, what it al comes down to, will somehow, somewhere twinkle through, at leastina
glimmer hereand there. That isdl thisold ship can rightfully hopefor.

So let usbegin where dl history begins: in the broken heart of a poet and the contemplation of apriest.
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Midnight Standard at the Westway Diner
Standing over al creation a doubt-ridden priest took a piss.

He shook himsdlf, looked between hisfeet at the stars, then tabbed his pants closed. He flushed the toil et
and centrifugal forcetook care of therest.

Father Andre Sud walked back to histable in the Westway Diner. He padded over the living fire of the
plenum, the abyss—dl of it—and hardly noticed. Even though this place was specid tohim , it wasredly
just another café with a see-through floor—a window as thin as paper and as hard as diamond. Dime a
dozen asthey used to say athousand years ago. The luciferan sign at the entrance saldFREE
DELIVERY inBass. Thesign under it ssidOPEN 24 HRS . Thissign was unlit. The place will close,
eventudly.

The priest sat down and stirred his black tea. He read the sign, backward, and wondered if the words he
spoke when he spoke sounded anything like English used to. Hard to tell with the grist patch in hishead.

Everybody understands one another on agenerd leve these days, Andre Sud thought. Approximately
more or lessthey know what you mean.

Therewasadull, greasy gleam to the napkin holder. The saltshaker was haf-full. The laminate surface of
the table was worn through where the plates usually sat. The particle board undernesth was soggy. There
was free-floating grist that parkled like micawithin the wood: used-to-be-cleaning-grist, entirely shorn
from the restaurant’ s controlling algorithm and nothing to do but shine. Like the enlightened pilgrim of the
Greentree Way was supposed to do, Andre thought. Become shorn and brilliant.

And what will you have with that hamburger?
Grist. Naday grist. Grist y nada.
| am going through a depression, Andre reminded himself. | am even consdering leaving the priesthood.

Andrée s convert portion spoke through Andre' s pellicle—the microscopic, agorithmic part of him that
was spread through his body and spread out in the generd vicinity. The convert spoke asif from along
way off.

[ This happens every winter. And lately with the insomnia Cut it out with the naday nada. Everything's
physicd, don’t you know.]

[Except foryou, ] Andre thought back.

He usudly imagined the convert that inhabited his pdlicle asalittle cloud of agebra symbolsthat followed
him around like mosguitoes. In truth it was normaly invisible, of course. For most people, the tripartite
division of the human persondity intoaspect, convert, andpellicle was acompletely unconscious affair.
Peopledid not “talk” to their convert portion as Andre was able to do any more than the conceptua part
of asingle brain would talk to the logical part on aconsciousleve. But Andre had trained himself to

notice the partitionsin his mentality. It was one of the things a Greentree shaman learned in seminary: the
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost wereingde aswell as* up there.” The biology begat the mentaity, and the
two communicated by means of the grist pellicle, the technologica equivaent of “the Holy Ghost.” This
divison of personhood was aways expressed both psychologically, technologically, and spiritudly. To
understand onesdlf, one must understand the multiplicity, aswell asthe unity, of his persondity.

[At least that’ swhat they taught usin Human Spiritudity and Consciousness|| said Andre' s convert. [If
you can believe what you hear from abunch of priests]



[Very funny,] he answered. [Play a song or something, would you?)|

After amoment, an oboe piped up in hisinner ear. It was an old Greentree hymn—Ben Johnston’s
“Ponder Nothing”—that his mother had hummed when hewas akid. Brought up in the faith. The convert
filtered it through a couple of variations and inversions, but it was aways soothing to hear the ancient
tune.

There was away to calculate how many winters the Mars-Earth Digphany would get in an Earth yeer,
but Andre never checked before he returned to the seminary on his annual retrest, and they alwaystook
him by surprise, thewintersdid. Y ou wake up one day and the light has grown dim.

The café door did open and Cardina Filmbuff filled the doorway. He was wide and possessive of the
doorframe. He was a big man with amane of slver hair. He was a so space-adapted and white as bone
inthe face. He wore dl black, with alapd pin in the shape of atree. It was green of course.

“Father Andre,” said Filmbuff from across the room. His voice sounded like aMet cop’sradio. “May |
joinyou?’

Andre motioned to the seat across from him in the booth. Filmbuff walked over with big steps and sat
down hard.

“lsn'tit late for you to be out, Morton?’” Andre said. Hetook asip of histea. He d left the bag in too
long, and it tasted twiggy.

“Tried to cal you at the seminary retreat center,” Fimbuff said.
“I'musudly here)” Andrereplied. “When I’'m not there.”

“Isthis place il the seminary student hangout?’

“Itis. Like adog returneth to its own vomit, huh? Orsomebody’ s vomit.”

A waiter drifted toward them. “Need menus?’ he said. “I have to bring them because the tables don't
work.”

“I might want alittle something,” FHImbuff replied. “Maybe alhas.”
The waiter nodded and went away.

“They 4ill havered people here? said Flmbuff.

“I don’t think they can afford to recoat the place.”

Flmbuff gazed around. He was like a beacon. “ Seems clean enough.”

“| supposeitis” said Andre. “I think the basic coating gill works and that just the complicated grist has
broken down.”

“Youlikeit here”

Andre redlized he d been staring at the swirlsin histea and not making eye contact with hisboss. He sat
back, smiled at Filmbuff. “Since | cameto seminary, Westway Diner has dways been my home away
from home.” Hetook asip of tea. “Thisiswhere | got satori, you know.”

“SoI’ve heard. It srather legendary. Y ou were eating a plate of mashed potatoes.”



“Sweet potatoes, actually. It was avegetable plate. They give you three choices, and | chose sweet
potatoes, sweet potatoes, and sweet potatoes.”

“| never cared for them.”

“Didike of sweet potatoesis merdly anilluson, asyou know, Morton. Everyone likes them sooner or
later.”

Flmbuff guffawed. His great head turned up toward the ceiling, and his eyes, presently copper-colored,
flashed in the brown light. “ Andre, we need you back teaching. Or in research.”

“I lack faith.”
“Fathinyoursaf.”
“It’' sthe same thing asfaith in generd, asyou adso well know.”

“You are avery effective scholar and priest to be so racked with doubt. Makes methink I'm missing
something.”

“Doubt wouldn’t go with your zedlous hair, Morton.”
Thewaiter came back. “Have you decided?’ he said.
“A chocolate lhas,” Filmbuff replied firmly. “And somefaith for Father Andre here”

The waiter stared for amoment, nonplussed. His Broca grist patch hadn't trandated Cardind Filmbuff's
words, or had reproduced them as nonsense.

The waiter must be from far out along the Happy Garden Radia, Andre thought. Most of the helpwas in
Seminary Barrdl. Basswasn't normally spoken on the Happy Garden Radia. There was atrade patois
and athousand long-shifted diaects out that way. Most of the Met citizens were poor as churchmice
there, and there was no good Broca grist to be had for Barrel wages, ether.

“lyeftip,” Andre said to the waiter in the Happy Garden patois. “Itisajoke.” Thewaiter smiled
uncertainly. “ Another shot of hot water for my teaiswhat | want,” Andre said. The waiter went away
looking relieved. Filmbuff’s aquiline presence could be intimidating.

“Thereisno empirical evidence that you lack faith,” Filmbuff said. It was apronouncement. “You are as
good a priest asthereis. We have excdllent reports from Triton.”

Linsdae, Andre thought. Traveling monk indeed. Traveling stool pigeon was morelikeit. I'll give him hell
next conclave.

“I’'m happy there. | have a nice congregation, and | balance rocks.”

“Yes. You are getting areputation for that.”

“Triton hasthe best gravity for it in the solar system.”

“I’ve seen some of your crestions on the merci. They' re beautiful. Y ou’ ve attracted quite afollowing.”
“Through no intention of my own. Thank you, though.”

“What happensto the rock sculptures?’



“Oh, they fall,” said Andre, “when you stop paying atention to them.”

The chocolate Ihas came and the waiter set down a sdlf-heating carafe of water for Andre. Filmbuff took
along drag at the straw and finished half hisdrink.

“Excdlent.” He sat back, sighed, and burped. “Andre, I've had avison.”
“Wadll, that’ swhat you do for aliving.”

“l sawyou .”

“Was| edting a the Westway Diner?’

“Y ou werefdling through aninfinite sea.of sars”

The carafe bubbled, and Andre poured some water into his cup before it becameflat from al the air
being boiled out. The hot water and lukewarm teamingled in thin rivulets. He did not tir.

“Y ou cameto rest in the branches of agreet tree. Well, you crashed into it, actualy, and the branches
caught you.”

“Y ggdrasil? The Greentree?’

The Greentree was the basic image of Andre' s sect. It was aso more than that—butwhat exactly, not
even ten years of schooling had taught him. A mystical system. A psychological paradigm for
understanding human behavior. A red entity that somehow actualy existed and was the expression of the
totality of human endeavor. All of the above.

“I don’t think so. Thiswas adifferent tree. I’ ve never seen it before. It isvery disturbing because |
thought there was only the One Tree. This treewasjust as big, though.”

“Asbig asthe Greentree?”’

“Just asbig. But different.” Filmbuff looked down at the stars beneath their feet. His eyes grew dark and
flecked with slver. Space-adapted eyes always took on the color of what they beheld. “ Andre, you have
no ideahow real thiswas.Is . Thisisdifficult to explain. Y ou know about my other visions. . . of the
comingwa?’

“The Burning of the Greentree?’
13 Y$11
“It sfamousin the Way.”

“I don’'t care about that. Nobody eseislistening but us priests, | often think, and that isthe problem. In
any case, thisvisonhas placed itself on top of those war visons. Right now, being here with you, this
seemslikeaplay to me. A staged play. You. Me. Even thewar that's coming. It'sall aplay that isredly
about that damn Tree. And it won't et me go.”

“What do you mean won't let you go?’

Filmbuff raised his hands, pdms up, to cradle an invisible sphere in front of him. He stared into the space
asif it were the depths of al creation, and his eyes became set and focused far away. But not glazed over
or unaware.



They were so dive and intensethat it hurt to look at him. Filmbuff’s physical facevibrated when hewas
intrance. It was adight effect, and unnerving even when you were used to it. He was utterly focused, but
you couldn’t focus on him. There was too much of him there for the space provided. Or not enough of
youl.

| am watching chronologica quantum trangport in the raw, Andre thought. The instantaneous integration
of gravitonic spin information from up-time sifted through the archetypd registers of Filmbuff’shuman
brain.

Andit al comes out as metaphor.

“The Treeisburnt out now,” Filmbuff said, spesking out of histrance. Hiswords were like stones. “The
Burning’ sdone. But it isn't char that I’ m seeing, no.” He clenched hisfists, then opened his pdmsagain.
“Theold Treeisashadow. The burnt remains of the Greentree are redlly only the shadow of the other
tree, the new Tree. It’ slike a shadow the new Tree casts.”

“Shadow,” Andre heard himself whispering. His own hands were clenched in akind of sympathetic
vibration with FImbuff.

“Weareliving in thetime of the shadow. The dying past,” said Filmbuff. Herelaxed abit. “There's
amogt aperfect juxtapodtion of the two trees. I’ ve never fdt so sure of anything in my life. A new Treeis
coming.”

Filmbuff, for dl his histrionics, was not one to overstate his visonsfor effect. The man who sat across
from Andre was only theaspect —the human portion—of avast collective of persondities. They were dl
unified by the central being; the man before him was no more a puppet than was his entha pic computing
analog soaking up energy on Mercury, or the nodes of specialized grist pread across human space
decoding variationsin antigraviton spins as they made their way backward in time. Flmbuff wasno
longer smply the man who had taught Andre’ sIntro to Pastorad Shamanism course at seminary. Ten
years ago, the Greentree Way had specificaly crafted alarge array of personditiesto catch a glimpse of
the future, and Filmbuff had been assigned to be morphed into that specidized verson of aLAP.

| was on the team that designed him, Andre thought. Of course, that was back when | was a graduate
assgtant. Before | Walked on the Moon.

“Thevisoniswhat' sred.” FImbuff put thelhas straw to his mouth and finished the rest of it. Andre
wondered where the liquidwent insde the man. Didn't he run on batteries or something?“ Thisis maya,
Andre”

“I believeyou, Morton.”

“| talked to Erasmus Kdly about this,” Filmbuff continued. “He took it on the merci to our Interpreter’s
Freespace.”

“What did they come up with?’
Filmbuff pushed his empty glasstoward Andre. “ That theré sanew Treg,” he said.

“How the hdll could there be anew Tree? The Treeiswired into our DNA like sex and breathing. It may
be sex and breathing.”

“How should | know? There sanew Tree”

Andretook asip of histea. Just right. “ So theré sanew Tree,” he said. “What does that have to do with



me?’
“Wethink it hasto do with your research.”

“Wheat research? | balance rocks.”

“From before.”

“Beforel lost my faith and became apriest on Triton?’
“Y ou were doing brilliant work at the seminary.”
“What? With the time towers? That was adead end.”
“Y ou understand them better than anyone.”

“Because | don't try to make any sense of them. They are adead end, epistemologicaly speaking. Do
you think this new Tree hasto do with those things?’

“It' sapossihility.”

“| doubt it.”

“Y ou doubt everything.”

“Thetime towers are abunch of crotchety old LAPswho have disappeared up their own asses.”
“Andre, you know what | am.”

“You'remy boss”

“Beddethat.”

“You'reamanifold . You areaLarge Array of Persondities who was especially constructed asa
quantum event detector—yprobably the best in human history. Parts of you stretch across the entire inner
solar system, and you have cloudship outriders. If you say you had avision of me and this new Tree, then
it hasto meansomething . Y ou’ re not making it up. Morton, you seeinto the future, and there | am.”

“Thereyou are. You are the Way’ s expert ontime . What doyou think thismeans.”

“What do you want meto tell you? That the new Treeisobvioudy afurther stage in sentient evolution,
sncethe Greentreeisus .”

“That' swhat Erasmus Kelly and his people think. I need something more subtle from you.”
“All right. It isn’t the time towersthat thishasto do with.”

“What then?’

“You don’t want to hear this.”

“You' d better tell me anyway.”

“Thaddeus Kaye.”

“Thaddeus Kayeis dead. He killed himsdlf. Something was wrong with him, poor dob.”



“I know you big LAPsliketo think so.”

“Hewas perverted. He killed himsdf over awoman, wasn't it?”
“Comeon, Morton. A pervert hurts other people. Kaye hurt himsdlf.”
“What doeshe have to do with anything, anyway?’

“He s not dead. He' sjust wounded and lost.”

“How can you know that?’

“Because Thaddeus Kaye cannot die,” Andre said flatly.

“That’'s absurd.”

“Y ou understand what kind of being heis, don’t you, Morton?’
“He'salLAP, just likeme”

“Y ou only seethefuture, Morton. Thaddeus Kaye canaffect the future directly, from the past.”
“Sowhat? We dl do that every day of our lives.”

“Thisis not the same. Instantaneous control of instants. What the Merced quantum effect does for space,
Thaddeus Kaye can do for time. Heprefigures the future. Backward and forward in time. Heiswritten
onit, and thefutureiswritteninto him. He' slike arock that has been dropped into alake.”

“Areyou saying he' s God?’
“No. But if your visionisatrueone, and | know that it is, then he could very well be the comingwar .”
“Do you mean the reasonfor thewar?”’

“Y es, but more than that. Think of it asawave, Morton. If there’ sacrest, there hasto be atrough.
Thaddeus Kaye is the crest, and the war isthe trough. HE s something like aphysica principle. That's
how hisintegration process was designed. Not aforce, exactly, but he' s been imprinted on aproperty of
time”

“The Future Principle?’
“All right. Yes. Inaway, heis thefuture. He s till dive”
“And you're sure of that?’

“| wasn' t—not entirely—until you told me your vision just now. What else could it be? Unlessdiensare
coming.”

“Maybe diensare coming. They’ d have their own Tree. Possibly.”

“Morton, beredlistic. Do you see anything that could be interpreted as aliens coming in your dreams?’
“No.”

“Well then”



Filmbuff put his hands over hiseyesand lowered hishead. “I'll tdll youwhat | il see” hesaidinalow
rumble of avoicelike far thunder. “I seethe burning Greentree. | seeit strung with amillion bodies, each
of them hung by the neck, and dl of them burning, too. Until thisvision, that wasall | was seeing.”

“Did you see any way to avoid it?’

Filmbuff looked up. His eyes were as white as his hands when he spoke. “Once. Not now. The quantum
fluctuations have al collapsed down to one big macro redlity. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow,
butsoon .”

Andresighed.| believe , he thought. | don’t want to believe, but | do. It'seasy to havefaithin
destruction.

“I just want to go back to Triton and balance rocks,” he said. “ That' sredlly dl that keeps me sane. | love
that cold moon.”

Filmbuff pushed hislhas glass even farther away and did out of the booth. He stood up with a creaking
sound, like vinyl being stretched. “ Interesting times,” he spoke to the café. “Illusion or not, that was
probably thelast good lhas I'm going to have for quite awhile.”

“Uh, Morton?’
“Y es, Father Andre?’
“Y ou haveto pay up front. They can't takeit out of your account.”

“Ohmy.” The cardina reached down and dapped the black cloth covering hiswhite legs. He, of course,
had no pockets. “I don't think | have any money with me.”

“Don'tworry,” Andresaid. “I'll pick it up.”

“Would you? 1’ d hate to have that poor waiter running after me down the street.”
“Don’'t worry about it.”

“WEe | talk more tomorrow after meditation.” Thiswas not arequest.

“Well talk more then.”

“Good night, Andre.”

“Night, Morton.”

Fimbuff stalked away, hisslver manetrailing behind him asif awind were blowing through it. Or asolar
flare

Before he left the Westway, he turned, as Andre knew he would, and spoke one last question acrossthe
gpace of the diner.

“Y ou knew Thaddeus Kaye, didn’t you, Father Andre?’

“I knew aman named Ben Kaye. A long time ago,” Andre said, but thiswas only confirmation of what
Filmbuff’ s spread-out mind had aready told him. “He was one of my best friends. E-years before he
became Thaddeus.”



The door did shut, and the Cardind left into the night. Andre Sipped at histea.
Eventualy the waiter returned. “We close pretty soon,” he said.

“Why do you close so early?” Andre asked.

“Itisvery lae”

“I remember when this place did not close.”

“I don’t think so. It dways closed.”

“Not when | was astudent at the seminary.”

“It closed then,” said the waiter. He took arag from his apron, activated it with atwist, and began to
wipe anearby table.

“I'm sure you' re mistaken.”

“They tdl methere s never been atime when thisplace didn’'t close.”
“Who tdlsyou?’

“People.”

“And you believe them.”

“Why should | believeyou ?Y ou’re people.” Thewaiter looked up at Andre, puzzled. “ That wasa
joke,” hesaid. “| guessit does not trandate.”

“Bring me some moretea, and then | will go.”

The waiter nodded, then went to get it.

There was music somewhere. Gentle oboe strains. Oh, yes. His convert was il playing the hymn.
[What do you think?]

[I think we are going on aquest.]

[l suppose s0.]

[Do you know where Thaddeus Kaye is?] asked the convert. Of course, it knew the answer already.
That was the problem with talking to yoursdif.

[l have a pretty good idea how to find Ben. And wherever Benis, Thaddeus Kayehas to be]
[Why not tell somebody else how to find him?]

[Because no onedsewill dowhat | dowhen | find him.]

[What'sthat?]

[Nothing.]

[Oh]



[When the backup is done, we' |l be on our way.]

Having himself backed up was mainly what thisretreat was for, since using the Greentree datafacilities
wasfreeto priests. Doing it on Triton would have cost as much as putting anew roof on his house. At
least, thiswas the reason he' d given his congregation back on Triton. The only person he' d told the truth
to about his doubts and hisincipient gpostasy was hisfriend Roger Sherman. That old crow of an army
colond had become Andre’ s unofficia confessor the past couple of e-years.

[Why don’t they send someone who is stronger in faith than we are?] the convert said.
[ don’t know. Send an apostate to net an apostate, | guess|

[What god is Thaddeus K aye apostate from?)|

[Himsdf ]

[And for that matter, what about us?|

['Y ou ask too many questions. Here comes the tea. Will you play that song again?|
[It was Mother’ sfavorite] said Andre' s convert.

[Do you think it could be that smple? That | became a priest because of that hymn?]
[Areyou askingme 7|

[Just play the music and let me drink my tea. | think the waiter wants us out of here]
“Do you mind if I mop up around you?’ the waiter said.

“I’ll be done soon.”

“Takeyour time, aslong as you don’t mind meworking.”

“l don't mind.”

Andre lisened to mournful oboe and watched as the waiter doshed water across the infinite universe,
then took amop to it with a vengeance.

Jill

Down in the dark thereé sadoerat I’ m after to kill. She' sgot thirteen babies, and I’ m going to bite them,
bite them, bite them. | will bite them.

The mulch here smells of dank stupid rats dl running running and there’ s nowhere farther to run, because
thisisit, thisisthe Carbuncle, and now!’m here and thisistruly the end of al of it but arat can’'t sand to
know that and won't accept me until they have to believe me. Now they will believe me.

My whiskers against something soft. Old food? No, it'sadead buck; | scent hisY code, and the body is
dead but the code keeps thumping and thumping. Thismulch won't let it drain out, and it doesn’t ever
want to die. The Carbuncl€ sthe end of the line, but this code doesn’t know it or knowsit and won't
haveit. | giveit apoke and abit of rot sticksto my nose and the grist triesto swarm me, but no | don't
think so.

| sniff out and send along my grig, jill ferret grist, and no rat code stands a chance ever, ever. The zombie



rat goes rigid when itstough, stringy code—who knows how old—how far traveled to findly die here at
the End of Everywhere—that code scatters to nonsensein the pit of the bl of nothing my grist wrapsit
in. Then the grist flocks back to me and the zombie rat thumps no more. No more.

Sometimes having to kill everything isabit of adistraction. | want that doe and her littlesredlly bad, and
| need to move on.

Down ahole and into awarren larder. Here there are pieces of meat and the stink of maggot duice
pooled in the bends between muscles and organs. But the rats have got the meet from Farmer Jan's
Mulmyard, and it's not quite dead yet, got maggot-resistant code, like the buck rat, but not smart enough
to know it’s dead, just mean code jaw-latched to aleg or ahaunch and won't dissipate. Mean and won't
die. But | am meaner ill.

Oh, I smell her!
I’m coming, mammarat. Where are you going? There s no going anywhere anymore.

Bomi dinksinto the larder and we touch noses. | smell blood on her. She' sgot akill, abachelor mae, by
the blood spoor on her.

It's so warm and wet, Jill. Bomi’ strembling and wound up tight. She' snot the smartest ferret.l loveit,
loveit, and I'mgoing back to liein it.

That's bad. Bad habit.

| don't care. | killed it; it’smine.

You do what you want, but it’s your man Bob’ s rat.
Noit'smine.

He feeds you, Bomi.

| don’t care.

Go lay up then.

I will.

Without a by-your-leave, Bomi’ s gone back to her kill to lay up. | never do that. TB wouldn't likeit, and
besides, the killing' s the thing, not the owning. Who wants an old dead rat to lie in when there smoreto
bite?

Bomi told me where she' d be because she' s covering for hersalf when she doesn’'t show and Bob starts
asking. Bomi’ sastupid ferret, and I’'m glad she does't belong to TB.

But me—down another hole, deeper, deeper ill. It shaf—filled in here. The doe rat thought she was
hiding it, but sheleft the smell of her as sure asaserid number on abone. | will bite you, mamma

Then there sthe dead-end chamber | knew would be. Doerat’slast hopein all the world. Won't do her
any good. But oh she'shig! She' stremendous. Maybe the biggest ever for me.

| am very, very happy.
Doerat with the babies crowded behind her. Thirteen of them, | count by the squeaks. Sweet naked



sgueaks. Lessthan two weeks old, they are. Puss and mesat. But | want mamma now.
The doe sniffs me and screams like a bone breaking, and she rearsbig as me. Bigger.
| will bite you.

Come and try, littlejill.

I will kill you.

| ate a sack of money in the City Bank and they chased me and cut me to pieces and just left my
tail and— grew another rat! What will you do to me, jill, that can be so bad? You’ d better be
afraid of me.

When | kill your babies, | will do it with one bite for each. | won’t hurt them for long.
You won't kill my babies.
At her.

At her because there isn’t anything more to say, no more messages to pass back and forth through our
grist and scents.

| go for anipple and she' sfast out of the way, but not fast enough and | have anub of her fleshin my
mouth. Blood let. | chew on her nippletip. Blood and mamma’ s milk.

She comes down on me and bites my back; her long incisors cut through my fur, my skin, like hook
needles, and come out at another spot. She' s heavy. She gnaws a me, and | can fed her teeth scraping
against my backbone. | shaketo get her off, and | do, but her teeth rip agouge out of me.

Cut pretty bad, but she' s off. | back up thinking that she' s going to try to swarm a copy, and | stretch out
thegrist and thereit is, just like| thought, and | intercept it and | kill the thing before it can get to the
mulm and reproduce and grow another rat. Onerat thisbig is enough, enough for dways.

The doe sensesthat I’ ve killed her outrider, and now she' s more desperate.
Thisisdl thereisfor you. Thisisoblivion and ruin and timeto stop the scurry.
Thisiswhereyou'll die.

She strikes at me again, but | dodge and—before she can round on me—I snatch ababy rat. It's dead
beforeit can squedl. | spit out its mangle of bones and meat.

But mamma’s not adumb rat, no, not dumb at al, and does not fly into arage over this. | know she
regards mewith al the hate arat can hate, though. If therewere any light, I’ d see her eyes glowing rancid
yelow.

Come on, mamma, before | get another baby.
She goesfor afoot, and again | dodge, but she catches me in the chest. She raises up, up.

The packed dirt of the ceiling, wham, wham, and her incisors are hooked around my breastbone, damn
her, and it holds me to her mouth asfast as abarbed arrow point.

Shake and tear, and I’ ve never known such pain, such ddicious. . .



| rake at her eyeswith afront claw, dig into her belly with my feet. Dig, dig, and | can fedl the skin
parting, and the fatty underneath parting, and my feet dig deep, deep.

Shakesme again and | can only smell my own blood and her spit and then sharp, smal painsat my back.
The baby rats. The baby rats are latching on to me, trying to help their mother.

Nothing | can do. Nothing | can do but dig with my rear paws. Dig, dig. | am swimming in her guts. | can
fed thegive. | can fed thetear. Oh, yes

Then my breastbone snaps, and | fly loose of the doe steeth. | land in the babies, and I’'m stunned and
they crawl over me and nip a my eyes and one of them shreds an ear, but the pain bringsmeto and |
snap the onethat bit my ear in hdf. | go for another. Across the warren cavern, the big doe shuffles. | pull
myself up, try to stand on al fours. Can't.

Baby nipsmy hind leg. | turn and kill it. Turn back. My front legs collapse. | cannot stand to face the
doe, and | hear her coming.

Will | die here?

Ohthisishow | want it! Took the biggest rat in the history of the Met to kill me. Ate awhole bag of
money, shedid.

She' scoming for me. | can hear her coming for me. She' sso big. | cansmell how big sheis.
| gather my hind legs beneath me, find a purchase.
Thisishow | die. | will bite you.

But there’ s no answer from her, only the doe' s harsh breathing. The dirt smells of our blood. Dead baby
ratsal around me.

| am very, very happy.
With a scream, the doe charges me. | wait amoment. Wait.
| pounce, shoot low like an arrow.

I"’m through, between her legs. I'm under her. | riseup. | rise up into her shredded belly. | bite! | bite! |
bite!

Her whole weight keeps her down on me. | chew. | claw. | smdll her heart. | smell the new blood of her
heart! | can hear it! | can smell it! | chew and claw my way toiit.

| bite.
Ohyes.

The doe beginsto kick and scream, to kick and scream, and as she does the blood of heart pumps from
her and over me, smears over me until my coat is soaked with it, until al the dark world isblood.

After along time, the doerat dies. | send out the grigt, feebly, but there are no outridersto face, no tries
at escape now. She put al that she had into fighting me. She put everything into our battle.

| pull mysdf out from under the rat. In the corner, | hear the scuffles of the babies. Now that the mamma



isdead, they are confused.
| haveto bitethem. | haveto kill them dll.

| cannot use my front legs, but | can use my back. | push mysdlf toward them, my belly on the dirt likea
snake. | find them dl huddled in the farthest corner, piling on one another in their fright. Nowhere to go.

| dowhat | told the doe | would do. | kill them each with one bite, counting as| go. Three and ten makes
thirteen.

And thenit’sdone, and they’redl dead. I'vekilled them all.
So.

There sonly oneway out: theway | came. That' swherel go, dinking, crawling, turning thisway and that
to keep my exposed bone from catching on pebbles and roots. After awhile, | start to fed the pain that
was staying away while | fought. It's never been this bad.

| crawl and crawl, | don’'t know for how long. If | were to meet another rat, that rat would kill me. But
ether they're dead or they’' re scared, and | don’t hear or smdll any. | crawl to what | think isup, what |
hopeis up.

And after forever, after solong that al the blood on my coat isdried and starting to flake off liketiny
brown leaves, | poke my head out into the air.

TB isthere. He swaited for me.

Gently, gently he pulls me out of the rathole. Careful, careful he puts me in my sack.
“JlI, T will fix you,” hesays.

| know.

“That must have been the Great Mother of rats.”

She was big, so big and mean. She was brave and smart and strong. It was wonderful.
“What did you do?’

| bit her.

“I'll never seeyour likeagain, Jll.”

| killed her, and then | killed all her children.

“Let’sgo home, Jll.”

Yes. Back home.

Already in the dim burlap of the sack, and | hear the call of TB’sgrist to go to deep, to get better and |
sghand curl asbest | caninto abdl and | am falling away, falling away to dreamswhere| run dong a
trail of spattered blood, and the spoor isfresh and I’ m chasing rats, and TB iswith me close by, and |
will bite arat soon, soon, soon—

A Smple Room with Good Light



Come back, Andre Sud. Y our mind is wandering and now you have to concentrate. Faster now. Fast as
you can go. Space-time. Clumps of galaxy clusters. Average cluster. Two-armed spird.

Ydlow gar thelocdscdl Sal.

Here' sanetwork of hawsers cabling the inner planets together. Artifact of sentience, some say. Others
might dispute that. Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars hung with a shining webwork across blank space and
spreading even into the asteroids. Kilometer-thick cables bending down from the heavens, coming in a
the polesto fit into enormous universa joints lubricated by the living magmaof the planets viscera
Torque and undulation. Faster. Somewhere on aflagellating curve between Earth and Mars, the
Digphany, you will find yoursdf. Closer in. Spinning spheruleslike beadson a
five-hundred-sixty-three-million-mile-long necklace. Come as close as you can.

Into the pithway transport you now travel upon. Into your one and only mind, now going on its second
body. Into the flegting human present.

All dong the Mars-Earth Digphany, Andre saw the preparationsfor awar like none before. It seemed
the entire Met—all the interplanetary cables—had been transformed into a dense fortress that peoplejust
happened to liveinsde. Histravel bead was repeatedly delayed in the pithway as troops went about their
movements, and military grist swarmed hither and yon about some task or another.

Weliveinthisdl-night along the strong-bound carbon of the cables, Andre thought. Within the dark
glistening of the corridors, where surface speaksto surface in tiny whisperslikefingers, and the larger
codes, the extirpated skeletons of a billion minds, clack together in a cemetery of logic, shaking hands,
continualy shaking bony, agorithmic hands and observing strict and necessary protocol for the purposes
of destruction.

Amés—he only went by the one name, asif it were atitle—was a great one for martial appearances.
Napoléon come again, the merci reporters said as afriendly joke. Oh, the reporters were eating this up.
There hadn’t been agood war in centuries. People got tired of unremitting democracy, didn’t they? He'd
actualy heard somebody say that on the merci.

How funit will beto watch billions die for alittle excitement on the merci, Andre thought.

He arrived in Connacht Bolsain afoul mood, but when he stepped out of his pod, there was the smdll of
new rain. He had walked aways from the pod station before he realized what the smell was. There were
puddles of water on the ground from the ol d-fashioned street-cleaning mechanism Connacht employed. It
was dill raining in spots—asmdl rain that fell only an inch or so from the ground. Little clouds scudded
aong the dreet like aminiature sorm front, washing it clean of the night’ s leavings.

Connacht was on asuburb radial off Phobos City, the most densaly populated segment on the Met. A
hundred years ago, in the Phobos boom time, Connacht had been the weekend escape for intellectudls,
artists, moneyed drug addicts—and the often indistinguishable variety of con men, mountebanks, and
psychic quacksalvers who were their hangers-on. The place was run-down now, and Andre s pellicle
encountered various swarms of nostalgiathat passed through the streets like rat packs—onlythese were
bred and fed by the merchantsto attract the steady trickle of tourists with pellicular receptorsfor alost
bohemia

All they did for Andre was made him think about Mally.

Andre s convert—the agorithmic portion of himsalf—abliged him by dredging up various scenesfrom his
daysat seminary. Today, his convert was unusualy silent, preferring to communicate in suggestive
patterns of data—like a conscience gifted with irreducible logic and an infalible memory.



Andre walked aong looking at the clouds under hisfeet, and as he walked his convert projected images
into the shape of these clouds, and into the shift and sparkle of the puddled water they |eft behind.

| have avery sneaky conscience, Andre thought, but he let the images continue.

—Molly Index, Ben Kaye, and Andre at the Westway, in one of their long arguments over aesthetics
when they were collaborating on their preliminary thess Knowing, Watching, and Doing: The Triune
Aspect of Enlightenment.

“I want to be‘Doing’!” Molly mock-yelled and threw awadded-up piece of paper at Ben.

He caught it, spread it out, and folded it into a paper airplane. “Thisisthe way things haveto be,” he
sad. “I'm*Doing.” You're‘Watching.” And we both know who ‘Knowing' must be.” They turned to
Andre and smiled vulture smiles.

“I don’'t know what you think 1 know, but | don't know it,” he said, then nearly got an airplanein the eye.

—Molly’ stwenty-four-year-old body covered with red Martian sand under the Tharsis beach
boardwalk. Her blue eyes open to the sky pink sky. Her nippleslike dark stones. Ben ahundred feet
away, risng from the gray-green lake water, shaking the spume from his body. The poet in the midst of
gathering hisraw materias. Of course Ben had run and jumped into the lake as soon asthey got there.
Ben wouldn’t wait for anything.

But Molly chose me! | can’t believe she chose me.

Because | waited for her and dragged her under the boardwalk and kissed her before | could talk
myself out of it.

Because | waited for the right moment.
How' sthat for Doing.

—L.iving together as grad students while Mally studied art and he entered into the stations of advanced
meditation at seminary. Ben dropping by occasiondly to read them one of his new poems.

—Moally leaving him because she would not marry apriest.
You're going to kill yourself on the moon.

Only this body. I'll get a new one. It's being grown right now.
Itisn'tright.

Thisisthe Greentree Way. That’s what makes a priest into a true shaman. He knows what it’s like
to die and come back.

If you Walk on the Moon, you will know what it’s like to lose a lover.
Molly, the Walk is what I’ ve been preparing for these last seven years. You know that.
| can’t bear it. | won't.

Maybe he could have changed her mind. Maybe he could have convinced her. But Alethea Nightshade
had come along and that was that. When he’ d come back from the moon reingtantiated in his cloned
body, Molly had taken anew lover.



—His peace offering returned with the words of the old folk song, turned insde out: “Usdlessthe flowers
that you give, after the soul isgone.” Asif the death of hisbiologica agpect meant the same thing asthe
desth of himself . For Mally, it had meant just that.

—Sitting at abare table under abare light, listening to those words, over and over, and deciding never to
see her again. Fifteen years ago, asthey measuretime on Earth.

[Thank you, that will be enough,] he told the convert.

Animage of agatdy butler, bowing, flashed through Andre s mind. Then dovesrising from brush into
sunset. The water puddles were just water puddles once again, and the tiny clouds were only clouds of a
storm whaose only purpose was to make the world alittle cleaner.

Molly was painting a Jackson Pollock when Andre arrived at her studio. His heavy boots, good for
keeping himin placein Triton' sgravity, noisily clumped on the wooden stairsto Molly’ s second-floor
loft. Connacht was spun to Earth-normal. He would have knocked, but the studio door was aready
open.

“I couldn’'t believeit until I’d seen it with my own eyes” Mally said. She did not stop the work at her
easd. “My seminary lover come back to haunt me.”

“Boo,” Andre said. He entered the space. Connacht, like many of the old rotating Smple cylinders on the
Digphany, had afusion lamp running down its pith that was sheathed on an Earth-day schedule. Now it
was day, and Molly’ s skylights|et in the white light and its clean shadows. Huge picture windows |ooked
out on thevillage. Thelight reminded Andre of light on the moon. The unyielding, stark, redeeming light
just before his old body joined the othersin the shaman-priests’ Vdley of the Bones.

“Saw aman waking adog the other day with the legs cut off,” said Molly. She dipped thetip of her
brush in ablue smear on her paette.

“The man or the dog?’

“Maybetheday.” Molly touched the blue to the canvas before her. It waslike old times.
“What are you painting?’

“Something very old.”

“That looks like aPollock.”

“Itis. It'sbeen out of circulation for awhile, and somebody used it for atablecloth. Maybe akitchen
table, I'mthinking.”

Andre looked over the canvas. It was clamped down on abig board as long as he wastall. Sections of it
werefine, but otherslooked like ababy had spilled its mashed peas dl over it. Then again, maybe that
was Pollock’ swork after dl.

“How can you possibly know how to put back al that spatter?”’

“Ther€ re pictures.” Molly pointed the wooden tip of her brush to the Ieft-hand corner of the canvas. Her
movements were precise. They had always been definite and precise. “ Also you can kind of seethe
tracery of where this section was beforeit got . . . whatever that isthat got spilled oniit there. Also, | use
grigt for the small stuff. Did you want to talk about Ben?’



“l do.”

“Figured you didn’t come back to relive old times.”
“Theywere good. Do you gtill do that thing with the mirror?’
“Oh, yes. Areyou a cdlibate priest these days?’

“No, I’'m not that kind of priest.”

“I'mafraid | forgot most of what | knew about religion.”
“Sodidl.”

“Andre, what do you want to know about Ben?” Molly set the handle of her brush against her color

pal ette and tapped it twice. Something in the two surfaces recogni zed one another, and the brush stuck
there. A telltale glimmer of grist swarmed over the brush, keeping it moist and ready for use. Mally satin
achair by her picture window, and Andre sat in achair across from her. There was asmall table
between them. “Zen tea?” she said.

“Sure” Andrereplied.

The table pulsed, and two cups began forming on its surface. Asthe outsides hardened, agd at their
center thinned down to liquid. Thiswas an expensive use of grigt.

“Nicetable. | guessyou' redoing dl right for yoursdf, Mally.”

“I like to make being in the studio as Smple as possible so | can concentrate on my work. | indulgeina
few luxuries”

“You ever paint for yoursdf anymore? Y our own work, | mean?’

Molly reached for her tea, took a sip, and motioned with her cup at the Pollock.

“| paintthose for mysdlf,” she said. “It' smy little secret. | make them mine. Or they make metheirs”
“Thet' safine secret.”

“Now you'rein onit. So was Ben. Or Thaddeus, | should say.”

“Y ou were on the team that made him, weren’t you?’

“ Aesthetic consultant. Ben convinced them to bring me on. He told meto think of it asagrant for the
a.tsl"

“I kind of lost track of you both after | . . . graduated.”

“Y ou were busy with your new duties. | was busy. Everybody was busy.”

“I waan'tthat busy.”

“Ben kept up with your work. It was part of what made him decideto . . . doit.”
“I didn’t know that.”

“Now you do. He read that paper you wrote on temporal propagation. The one that was such abig



“It wasthelast thing | ever wrote.”

“Developed a queer fascination with rocks?’

“Y ou heard about that?’

“Who do you think sent those merci reporters after you?’
“Moally, youdidn't?’

“I waited until | thought you were doing your best work.”

“How did you seeme. ..” Helooked into her eyes, and he saw it. Thetelltale expression. Far and
awvay. “YoureaLAP.”

Molly placed the cup to her lips and sipped a precise amount of tea. “| guessyou’d classfy measa
manifold by now. | keep replicating and replicating. It'san art project | started severd years ago.
Alethea convinced meto do it when we were together.”

“Will you tell me about her? She haunted mefor years, you know. | pictured her as some kind of femme
fatae from anoir. Destroyed al my dreams by taking you.”

“Nobody took me. | went. Sometimes | wonder what | was thinking. Alethea Nightshade was no picnic,
let metdl you. She had thefirst of her breakdowns when we were together.”

“Breskdowns?’

“She had schizophreniain her genes. She wanted to bea LAP, but wasn't alowed because of it. The
medica grist controlled her condition most of the time, but every onceinawhile. . . she outthought it.
She was too smart for her own good.”

“Isthat why you became a LAP?’ Andre asked. “Because she couldn’'t?’

“I told mysdlf | wasdoing it forme , but yes. Then. Now things are different.” Molly smiled, and thelight
inthe studio was just right. Andre saw the edge of the multiplicity in her eyes.

Thefractd in the agpect’ siristhat Ssgnaed aLAP.

“Y ou have no idea how beautiful it is—what | can see” Molly laughed, and Andre shuddered. Awe or
fright? He didn’t know.

“Shewasjust awoman,” Mally said. “I think she came from around Jupiter. A moon or something, you
know.” Molly made asweeping motion toward her window. Aswith many inner-system denizens, the
outer system was agreat unknown, and dl the same, to her. “ She grew up on some odd kind of farm.”

“A Cdligto free grange?’

“I'm sure | don't know. She didn't talk about it much.”
“What was she like?’

“Difficult.”

“What do you mean?’



“I'll tell you.” Teasp. Andre realized he hadn’t picked hisup yet. He did o, tried it. It was wonderful,
and dl grist. A hit creepy to think about drinking it down.

I’ll take care of it, don’t you worry,sad hispdlicle.
| know you will.

“ Alethea had two qudities that should never exist within one organic mind. A big intellect and abig heart.
She felt everything, and she thought about it far too much. She was bornto beaLAP. And shefinaly
found away todoit.”
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“They fell inlove. It was aso her good fortune that he could get her past the screening procedures. But
Alethea dways was afortunate woman. She was lucky, on aquantum level. Until shewasn't.”

“So she and Ben were together before he became . . . Thaddeus.”
“For ayear.”
“Wereyou jedous?’

“I’d had enough of Alethea by then. I'll lwayslove her, but | want alifethat’s. . . plain. Shewasa
tangle | couldn’t untangle.” Mally touched her fingersto her nose and tweaked it. It was adarling
gesture, Andre thought. “Besides,” Moally said, “ sheleftme .”

“What did that do to you and Ben?’

“Nothing. | love Ben. He' smy bext friend.”

She was spesking in the present tense about him, but Andre let it pass.

“Why did he change his name, Molly? | never understood that.”
“Becausehewasn'taLAP.”

“What do you mean? Of course hewas. A specid one. Very specid. But till—"

“No. He said he was something new. He said he wasn't Ben anymore. It was kind of ajoke with him,
though. Because, of course, hewas sill Ben. Thaddeus may have been more than aman, but he definitely
wasat least aman, and that man was Ben Kaye. He never could explain it to me.”

“Time propagation without consciousness overlap. That was dways the problem with the time-tower
LAPs. Interference patterns. Dropouts. But with Thaddeus, they finally got the frequency right. One
consciousness propagated into the future and bounced back with antiparticle quantum entanglement.”

“I never understood a bit of that jargon you time specidisgs use.”
“We made God.”
Molly snorted, and tea came out her nose. She laughed until tears cameto her eyes.

“We made something,” she said. “ Something very different than what's come before. But Andre, 1knew
Thaddeus. He wasthe last thing in the universe | would considerwor shiping .”

“Some didn’t share your opinion.”



“Thaddeus thought they were crazy. They made him very uncomfortable.”
“Was Alethea one of them?’

“ Alethea? Aletheawas a stone-cold atheist when it came to Thaddeus. But what she did wasworse. Far
worse.”

“What are you talking about?’

“Shefdl inlovewith him.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Aletheafdl inlove with Theddeus”

“But shewas dready inlove with Thaddeus.”

“Think about what I’ ve said.”

“Ben,” Andre said after amoment. “ Thaddeus and Ben were not the same person.”
“It wasavery melodramatic Stuation.”

“Benlogt hisloveto. . . another verson of himsdlf.”

“The new, improved Ben was born in Thaddeus. Of coursehe would be the one Alethealoved. The only
problem was, the old Ben was till around.”

“God,” Andre said. “How—"
“Peculiar?’
“How very peculiar.”

Molly stood up and went to her window. She traced aline dong the clean glasswith her finger, leaving a
barely visible smudge. The light was even and clean in Connacht. It was very nearly perfect if what you
wanted was accurate illumination. Andre gazed at the shape of Molly againgt the light. She was beautiful
inoutline.

“Let metel you, so wasthe solution they came up with, the three of them,” Molly said. “Peculiar.”
“Aletheawould become like Thaddeus.”

“How did you guess?’

“It hasacertain logic. There would be the new Alethea, and there would be the old Alethealeft for Ben.”
“Yes” said Mally. “A logic of desperation. It only left out one factor.”

“Alethed sheart.”

“That’ sright. She loved Thaddeus. She no longer loved Ben. Not in the sameway.” Molly turned to face
him, but Andrewas gill blinded by the light streaming in. “ But shelet them go ahead with it. And for that,
| can never forgive her.”

“Because shewanted tobeaLAP.”



“More than anything. More than sheloved Ben. More than shelovedThaddeus . But | suppose she was
punished for it. They al were.”

“How did she get around the screening? | mean, her condition should preclude—"

“Y ou know Ben. Thaddeus and Ben decided they wanted it to happen. They are very smart and
persuasive men. Sovery smart and persuasive.”

Andre got up and stood beside her in the window, his back to the light. It was warm on his neck.

“Tell me” hesaid. He closed hiseyes and tried only to listen, but then he felt atouch and Molly was
holding hishand.

“lam Molly,” shesad. “I'm the agpect. All my convertsand pellicle layers areMolly —al that
programming and gris—it'sme , it’ s Moally, too. The woman you once loved. But I'm dl dong the
Digphany and into the Met. I'm wound into the outer grist. | watch.”

“What do you watch?’

“The sun. | watch the sun. One day I’'m going to paint it, but I’ m not ready yet. The more | watch, the
lessready | fed. | expect to be watching for along time.” She squeezed hishand gently. “I’'m till Molly.
But Benwasn't Thaddeus. And he was. And he was eaten up with jealousy, but jealousy of whom?He
fet he had aright to decide hisown fate. We dl do. Hefdt he had that right. And did he not? 1 can’t

“It' sahard quegtion.”
“It would never havebeen aquestion if it hadn’t been for Alethea Nightshade.”

“What happened?’ he asked, eyes till closed. The warm pressure of her hand. The pure light on his
back. “Were you there?’

“Ben drove himsdf right into Thaddeus s heart, Andre. Like aknife. It might aswell have been aknife.”
“How could he do that?”

“| wastherein Elysum when it happened,” she said.

“OnMars?’

“On Mars. | was on the team, don't you know. Aesthetic consultant. | was hired on once again.”

Andre opened hiseyes, and Moally turned to him. In this stark light, there were crinkles around her lips,
worry lineson her brow. The part of her that was here.

We have grown older, Andre thought. And pretty damn strange.

“It'skind of messy and . . . organic . . . a first. There’ salab near one of the steam vents where Ben was
transmuted. There's some ripping gpart and beam splitting at the quantum level that | understand isvery
unsettling for the person undergoing the process. Something like this happensif you’ reamultiple and you
ever decideto go large, by theway. It' swhen we're at our most vulnerable.”

“Thaddeus was there when Alethea underwent the process?’

“Hewasthere. Along with Ben.”



“So he was caught up in the integration field. Everyone nearby would be,” Andresaid. “Ther€ sa
melding of possible futures”

“Yes” said Mally. “Everyone became part of everyone elsefor that instant.”

“Ben and Thaddeus and Alethea.”

“Ben understood that hislove was doomed.”

“Andit drove him crazy?

“No. It drove him to despair. Utter despair. | wasthere, remember?| felt it.”

“And at that ingtant, when the integration field was turned on—"

“Ben drove himself into Thaddeus s heart. He pushed himsdf in where he couldn’t be.”
“What do you mean,couldn’t be?”

“Have you ever heard the stories of back when the Merced effect wasfirst discovered, of the pairs of
lovers and husbands and wivestrying to integrate into one being?’

“The resultswere horrific. Mongters were born. And died nearly instantly.”

Andretried to imaginewhat it would belikeif hispellicle or his convert presence were not reallyhim . If
he had to live with another presence, another, dl thetime. The thing about apellicle wasthat it never did
anything the whole person didn’t want to do. Itcouldn’t . It would be like awrench in your toolbox
rebdling againg youl.

Molly walked over to the painting and gave it an appraising ook, brushed something off a corner of the
canvas. Sheturned, and there was the wild spatter of the Pollock behind her.

“Therewas an explosion,” Molly said. “ All the aspectsthere werekilled. Aletheawasn't transmuted yet.
We don'’tthink she was. She may have died in the blast. Her body was destroyed.”

“What about you?’

“l wasinthegrist. | got scattered, but | re-formed quickly enough.”

“How was Thaddeus ingtantiated there at the lab?’

“Biologica grigt with little time-propagating nuclel in his cdls. He looked like aman.”
“Did helook like Ben?’

“Y ounger. Ben was getting on toward forty.” Molly smiled wanly and nodded asif she'd just decided
something. “Y ou know, sometimes| think that wasit .”

“What?’

“That it wasn't about Thaddeus being agod at dl. It was about him looking like he was nineteen. Alethea
had a soft spot for youth.”

“You'reyoung.”

“Thank you, Andre. Y ou were dways S0 nice to me. But you know, even then my aspect’ shair was



going white. | have decided, foolishly perhaps, never to grow mysdf anew body.”

There she stood with her back against the window, her body rimmed with light. Forget al this. Forget
about visons and quests. He put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her fractal eyes.

“I think you are beautiful,” he said. *'Y ou will aways be beautiful to me.”

They didn’t leave the studio. Molly grew abed out of the floor. They undressed one another timidly.
Neither of them had been with anyone for along time. Andre had no lover on Triton.

She turned from him and grew amirror upon the floor. Just like the full-size one she used to keep in their
bedroom. Not for vanity. At least, not for smple vanity. She got on her hands and knees over it and
looked at hersalf. She touched abreast, her hair. Touched her facein the mirror.

“I can't get al theway into theframe,” she said. “I could never do asdf-portrait. | can’t see mysdlf
anymore.”

“Nobody ever could,” Andre said. “It was always atrick of thelight.”

Almost asif it had heard him, the day clicked off, instantly, and the studio grew pitch-dark. Connacht
was not a place for sunsets and twilight.

“Seven o' clock,” Molly said. Hefdt her hand on his shoulder. His chest. Pulling him onto her until they
were lying with the dark mirror benesth them. It wouldn’t break. Molly’ sgrist wouldn't let it.

Hedidinto her gently. Molly moved benesth him in small spasms.

“I'madl here,” shetold him after awhile. “You' vegot dl of meright now.”

In the darkness, he pictured her body.

And then he fdlt the gentle nudge of her pdlicle againg his, in the microscopic dimens ons between them.
Take me,shesaid.

Hedid. He swarmed her with his own pellicle, and she did not resist. He touched her degp down and
found the way to connect, the way to get insde her there. Molly awarm and living thing that he was
surrounding and protecting.

And, for an ingtant, avison of Mally Index as shetruly was.

Like—and unlike—the outline of her body as he’ d seen it in the window, and the clear light behind
her, surrounding her like a white-hot halo. All of her, stretched out a hundred million miles.
Concentrated at once beneath him. Both and neither.

“You areawonder, Mally,” hesaid to her. “It' sjust like dways.”

“Exactly likedways,” she said, and he felt her come around him,and felt a warm flash traveling along
the skin of the Diaphany—a sudden flush upon the world' s face. And a little shiver across the
heart of the solar system.

Later in the dark, hetold her the truth.

“I know he' sdive. Ben didn’t kill him; he only wounded him.”



“And how do you know that?’

“Because Ben wasn' ttrying to kill him. Ben wastrying to hurt him.”

“My question remains.”

“Moally, do you know where heis?’

At firgt he thought she was deeping, but findly she answered. “Why should | tell you that?’

Andre breathed out. | was right, he thought. He breathed back in, trying not to think. Trying to
concentrate on the breath.

“It might make the war that’s coming shorter,” he said. “Wethink he'sthe key.”

“You priests?’

“Uspriests”

“I can't believethere€ sgoing to beawar. It'sal talk. The other LAPswon't let Amés get away with it.”
“I wish you wereright,” hesaid. “I truly do.”

“How could Thaddeus be the key to awar?’

“He sentangled in our locd timescape. In away, Thaddeusis our local timescape. HE simprinted onit.
And now | think he' sstuck init. He can’'t withdraw and just be Ben. Never again. | think that was Ben's
revenge on himsdf. For taking away Alethea Nightshade.”

Another long silence. The darkness was absol ute.

“I should think you' d have figured it out by now, in any case,” she said.
“What?’

“Where he went.”

Andre thought about it, and Mally was right. The answer was there.

“He went to the place where dl the fugitive bits and pieces of the grist end up,” Moally said. “He went
looking forher . For any part of her that was|eft. Inthegrist.”

“Alethea,” Andresad. “Of coursethe answer isAlethea”
Bender

The bone had a serid number that the grist had carved into it, 7sxq688N. TB pulled the bone out of the
pileinthe old hoy where he lived and blew through one end. Dust came out the other. He accidentally
sucked in and started coughing until he cleared the dried marrow from hiswindpipe. It was maybe a
thighbone, long like aflute.

“Youweretdl, 7sxg,” TB said to it. “How comeyou didn’t crumble?’

Then some of TB’ s enhanced grist migrated over to the bone and fixed the broken grist in the bone and it
did crumblein his hands, turn to dust, and then to less than dust to be carried away and used to hed JlI’s
breastbone and mend her other fractures.



But thereistoo much damage evenfor this, TB thought. She’ sdying. Jill isdying, and | can't save her.
“Hang on there, littleone,” he said.

Jll waslying in thefolds of her sack, which TB had set on hiskitchen table and bunched back around
her. He looked in briefly on her thoughts and saw a dream of scurry and blood, then willed her into a
deep down to the deeper dreams that were indistinguishable from the surge and ebb of chemica and

charge within her brain—deeping and only living and not thinking. At the sametime, he set the grist to
reconstructing her torn-up body.

Too late. It wastoo late the moment that doe rat was finished with her.
Oh, but what aglory of afight!
| set her toit. | made her into ahunter. It was al my doing, and now she’ sgoing to die because of it.

Only in the Carbuncle were such things possible. It was here that the stray bits of coding that inhabited
the merci, and the grist matrix of the Met in generd, were able to achieve ingtantiation in physical,
biologicd form. Therats of the Met were just rats. The ferrets were merely ferrets. In the Carbuncle,
they were animasthat were strangely changed. Something in the durry of Carbuncle grist would not let
the agorithmic security copsthat patrolled the virtuality do their job here and keep the programming from
intermingling with its surroundings however it so chose. The protocols broke down, and weirdness
resulted. Here was where the viruses and bugs and worms could enter into an eerie kind of reality—by
taking up resdence in the vermin and predators of this garbage dump of humanity.

And, of course, that was why he thought he might find Alethea here. Or what was | eft of her, fractured
into parts—but perhaps recoverable. Entered into symbiosiswith the local fauna.

And al I’'ve managed to do isto get my friend killed, TB thought.

He couldn’t look at Jill anymore. He stood up and went to make himsalf sometea at the kitchen's
rattletrap synthesizer. As aways, the tea.came out of synth tepid. TB raked some cods from the fire and
set the mug on them to warm up abit, then sat back down, lit a cigarette, and counted his day’ s take of
rats.

Ten bagged and another twenty that he and Bob had killed between them with sticks. Theliverats
scrabbled about in the containing burlap, but they weren’t going to get out. Ratsto feed to Jill. You
shouldn’t raise aferret on anything other than its natural prey. The ferret food you could buy wasidiotic.
And after Jill ate them, he would know. He would know what the rats were and where they came from.
JII could sniff it out like no other. She was amazing that way.

Sheisn't going to eat these rats. Sheis going to die because you took alittle scrap of programming that
was all bite and you gave it abody and now look what you' ve done.

Shedidn’'t haveto dielikethis. She could have been erased painlessy. She could have faded away to
broken code.

Once again, TB looked long and hard into the future. Was there anything, any way? Concentrating, he
teased at the threads of possible futures with awill asfine as a sted-pointed probe. Looking for asilver
thread in abundle of dross. Looking for the world where Jill lived through her fight. He couldn’t seeit,
couldn’t find it.

It had to be there. Every future was dways there, and when you could see them, you could reach back
into the past and effect the changes to bring about the future that you wanted.



Or | can.
But | can't. Can't seeit. Want to, but can't, little Jill. | am sorry.

For Jill to live was afuture so extreme, so microscopicaly finein the bundle of threads, that it was, in
principle, unfindable, incomprehensible. And if he couldn’t comprehend it, to make it happen was

impossible
And of course he saw whereamost dl of the threadsled:

JlIlI would be along time dying. He could see that clearly. He could also see that he did not have the heart
to put her down quickly, put her out of her misery. But knowing thisfact did not take any specia insght.

How could | have come to care so much for ano-account bundle of fur and coding out here on the ass
end of nowhere?

How could | nat, after knowing Jill?

Two daysit would take, as days were counted in the Carbuncle, before the little ferret passed away. Of
courseit never redlly got to be day. The only light was the fetid bioluminescence coming off the hegps of
garbage. A lot of it was till dive. The Carbuncle wasin aperpetud twilight that was getting on toward
three hundred years old. With the dow decay of organic remnants, aswamp had formed. And then the
Bendy River, which waslittle more than astrong current in the swamp, endlessly circulating in precesson
with the spin of the module. Where was the Carbuncle? Who cares? Out at the end of things, where the
tendrils of the Met snaked into the asteroid bdlt. It didn’t matter. There wasn't a centrifuge hereto
provide gravity forpeople . Nobody cared about whoever lived here. The Carbuncle was spun—to a bit
higher than Earth-normal, actually—in order to compact the garbage down so that humanity’ s shit didn’t
cover the entire asteroid belt.

The big garbage duice that emptied into the Carbuncle had been put into place ahalf century ago. It had
one-way vaveswithin it to guard againgt backflow. All the dudge from the inner system cameto the
Carbuncle, and the maintenance grist used some of it to enlarge the place so that it could dump the rest.
To gt there. Nothing much ever |eft the Carbuncle, and the rest of the system was fine with that.

Somebody doshed into the shallow water outside the hoy and cursed. It was the witch, Gladys, who
lived in aculvert down the way. She found the gangplank, and TB heard her pull hersdf up out of the
water. He didn’t move to the door. She banged on it with the stick she lways carried that she said wasa
charmed snake. Maybe it was. Stranger things had happened in the Carbuncle. People and grist
combined in strange ways here, not dl of them comprehengble.

“TB, | need to talk to you about something,” the witch said. TB covered his ears, but she banged again,
and that didn’'t help. “Let mein, TB. | know you're home. | saw alight in there.”

“Noyou didn’t,” TB said to the door.
“I need to talk to you.”

“All right.” He pulled himsdlf up and opened the door. Gladys came in and looked around the hoy like a
dartled bird.

“What have you got cooking?’
“Nothing.”



“Make me something.”
“Gladys, my old stove hardly works anymore.”
“Put onethemratsin thereand I'll eat what it makes.”

“I won't doit, Gladys.” TB opened hisfreezer box and rummaged around inside. He pulled out a
Popsicleand gaveit to her. “Here” he said. “I1t'schocolate, | think.”

Gladystook the Popsicle and gnawed at it asif it were ameaty bone. She was soon done, and had
brown mess around her lips. She wiped it off with aragged deeve. “ Got another?’

“No | don't have another,” TB said. “Andif | did, | wouldn’t giveit to you.”
“You'remean.”

“Those things are hard to come by.”

“How’syour jill ferret?”

“Shegot hurt today. Did Bob tell you? She'sgoing to die.”

“I’'m sorry to hear that.”

Hedidn’t want to talk about Jill with Gladys. He changed the subject. “We got amess of rats out of that
mulmyard.”

“There' smore where they camefrom.”
“Don't | know it.”

Gladys pulled up astool and collapsed on it. She was maybe European stock; it was hard to tell. Her
face wasfilthy, except for awhite smear where wiping the chocolate had cleaned a spot under her nose
and on her chin.

“Why do you hate them so much? | know why Bob does. He' s crazy. But you' re not crazy like that.”
“I don't hatethem,” TB said. “It' sjust how | makealiving.”

“Isit now?’

“| don’'t hate them,” TB repeated. “What was it you wanted to talk to me about?’

“I| want to teke atrip.”

“Towhere?”

“I’m going to see my aunt. | got to thinking about her lately. She used to have thiskitten. | wasthinking |
wanted acat. For afamiliar, you know. To aid mein my occult work. She' s afamous space ship pilot,
you know.”

“Thekitten?’
“No, my auntis”

“Y ou going to take your aunt’ s kitten?”



Gladys seemed very offended. “No, I'm not!” Sheleaned forward in aconspiratorial manner. “ That
kitten’sdl growed up now, and | think it wasagirl.It will havekittens, and | can get me one of those’

“That’salot of supposes,” TB said mildly.
“I’'msureof it. My angel, Tom, told meto doiit.”

Tom was one of the supernatural beings Gladys claimed to be in contact with. People journeyed long
distancesin the Carbuncle to have her make diviningsfor them. It was said she could tell you exactly
whereto dig for slver keys.

“Wel if Tomtold you, then you should doit,” TB said.
“Damnright,” said Gladys. “But | want you to look after the place whilel’m gone.”
“Gladys, you livein anold ditch.”

“Itisadry culvert. And | do not want anybody moving in on mewhilel’m gone. A placethat niceishard
to comeby.”

“All I can doisgo down there and check oniit.”

“If anybody comes aong, you haveto run them off.”

“I’'m not going to run anybody off.”

“Y ou haveto. I’m depending on you.”

“I'll tell them the placeisdready taken,” TB said. “That’ sabout al | can promise.”

“Youtdl themthat it hasacurseonit,” Gladyssad. “And that I'll put acurse onthemif | caichthemin
my house”

TB snorted back alaugh. “All right,” he said. “Isthere anything ese?’

“Water my hydrangea.”

“What the hell’ sthet?’

“It' saplant. Just stick your finger inthedirt and don't water it if it' s<till moist.”
“Stick my finger inthedirt?’

“It' sdleanfill!”

“I'll water it, then.”

“Will you let me deep here tonight?’

“No, Gladys”

“I’'m scared to go back there. Harold' s being mean.” Harold was the “devil” that sat on Gladys' s other
shoulder. Tom spoke into one ear, and Harold into the other. People could ask Harold about money,
and hewould tel Gladysthe answer if hefdt likeit.

“You can't stay here.” TB rose from his own seat and pulled Gladys up from the stool. She had aripe



smell when he wasthis closeto her. “In fact, you have to go on now because | have to do something.”
He guided her toward the door.

“What do you haveto do?’ she said. She pulled loose of hishold and stood her ground. TB walked
around her and opened the door. “ Something,” he said. He pointed toward the twilight outside the
doorway. “Go on home, Gladys. I'll check in on your place tomorrow.”

“I’'m not leaving for two days,” shereplied. “Check in on it day after tomorrow.”

“Okay then,” TB said. He motioned to the door. “Y ou’ ve got to go, Gladys, so | can get to what | need
todo.”

Shewalked to the door, turned around. “Day after tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll be gonefor awhile. I'm
trugting you, TB.”

“Y ou can trust meto look in on your place.”
“And not stedl anything.”

“I can promise you that, too.”

“All right, then. I’'m trusting you.”

“Good night, Gladys.”

“Good night.” Shefindly left. After TB heard her make her way back to the swamp bank, he got up and
closed the door behind her, which she' d neglected to do. Within minutes there was another knock. TB
sghed and got up to answer it. Helet Bobiin.

Bob pulled out ajar of ajdlied liquid. It was Carbuncle moonshine, asthick as week-old pissand as
yellow. “Let’sdrink,” he said, and set the bottle on TB’ stable. “| cometo get you drunk and get your
mind off things”

“I won't drink that swill,” TB said. Bob put the jar to his mouth and swallowed two tremendous gul ps.
He handed thejar to TB, shaking it in hisface. TB took it.

“Damn!” Bob said. “Hot damn!”

“Gladyswas right about you being crazy.”

“She come around here tonight?’

“Shejudt left. Said she wanted meto look after her place.”
“Sheain't going to see her aunt.”

“Maybe shewill.”

“Like hdl. Gladys never goesfar from that ditch.”

TB looked down at the moonshine. He looked away from it and, trying not to taste it, took aswig. He
tagted it. It waslike rusty paint thinner. Some barely active grigt, too. TB couldn’'t help analyzing it; that
was the way he was built. Cleaning agents for sewer pipes. Good God. He took another before he could
think about it.



“You drink up.” Bob looked at him with afaintly jedlous glare. TB handed the jar back.
“No, you.”

“Don’'t mindif | do.” Bob leaned back and poured the rest of the swill down histhroat. When he was
finished helet out ayell that startled TB, even though he was ready for it.

“I want some beer to chaseit with,” Bob said.
“Beer would be good, but | don't have any.”
“Let’sgo down to Ru June' s and shoot some pool.”
“It' stoo damn late.”

“It searly.”

TB thought about it. The moonshine warmed his gut. He could fed it threatening toeat through hisgut if
he didn’t diluteit with something. There was nothing further to do about Jill. Shewould deep, and a
sometime, she would diein her deep. He ought to stay with her. He ought to face what he had done.

“Let meget my coat.”

The Carbuncle glowed blue-green when they emerged from the hoy. High above them, like the distant
shore of an enormous lake, was the other sde of the cylinder. TB had been there, and most of it wasa
fetid dough. Every few minutes aflare of swamp-gas methane would erupt from the garbage on that sde
of the curve and flame into awhitefirebal. Thesefirebdls were many feet across, but they looked like
pinprick flashes from this distance. TB had been caught by one once. The escaping gas had capsized his
little canoe, and being in the water had likely saved him from being burnt to acrisp. Y et there were
people who lived on that side, too—people who knew how to avoid the gas. Most of thetime.

Bob didn’t go the usua way to Ru Jun€e's, but instead took atwisty series of passageways, some of them
cut deep in the mountains of garbage, some of them actudly tunnels under and through it. The Bob-way's,
TB thought of them. At one point TB felt adrip from above and |ooked up to see gigantic sdactites
formed of some damp and glowing gangrenous extrusion.

“WEe reright under the old Bendy,” Bob told him. “That there sthe settle from the bottom muck.”
“What do you think itis?” TB sad.

“Spent medica grist, mostly,” Bob replied. “It ain’t worth adamn, and some of it’ s diseased.”
“I'll bet.”

“Thisisahdl of ashortcut to Ru June's, though.”

And it was. They emerged not a hundred feet from the tavern. The lights of the place glowed dimly
behind skin windows. They mounted the porch and went in through a screen of plastic stripsthat was
supposed to keep out theflies.

TB let hiseyes adjust to the brightness inside. There was agood crowd tonight. Chen was at the bar
playing dominoes with John Goodnite. The dominoes were grumbling incoherently, as dominoesdid.
Over by the poal table Tinny Him, Nolan, and Big Greg were watching Sister Mary thewhorelineup a
shot. She sank a stripe. There were no numbers on the balls.



Tinny Him dapped TB on the back, and Bob went straight for the bottle of whiskey that was standing on
thewd shdf besde Big Greg.

“Good old TB,” Tinny Him said. “ Get you somewhiskey.” He handed over aflask.

Chen looked up from hisdominoes. “Y ou drinkmy whiskey,” he said, then returned to the game. TB
took along swallow off Tinny Him’sflask. It wasfar better stuff than Bol'’ s moonshine, so he took
another.

“That whore sure can pool agtick,” Nolan said, coming to stand beside them. “ She' s beating up on Big
Greg likehewasaugly hat.”

TB had no ideawhat Nolan meant. His grist patch was going bad, and he was dowly sinking into
incomprehensibility for any but himsdf. That didn’t seem to bother him, though.

Bob was standing very closeto Sister Mary and giving her advice on ashot until she reached over and
without heat dapped him back into thewall. He remained there respectfully while she took her shot and
sank another stripe. Big Greg whispered a curse, and the whore smiled. Her teeth were black from
chewing betd nut.

TB thought about how much she charged and how much he had saved up. He wondered if shewould
swap apoke for afew rats, but decided against asking. Sister Mary didn’t like to barter. She wanted
keys or something pretty.

Tinny Him offered TB the flask again, and hetook it. “1 got to talk to you,” Tinny Him said. “Y ou got to
help mewith my mother.”

“What' sthe matter with her?’

“She' sdead iswhat.”

“Dead.” TB drank more whiskey. “How long?’

“Three months.”

TB stood waiting. There had to be more.

“Shewon't let me bury her.”

“What do you mean shewon't let you bury her? She'sdeed, isn't she?’

“Yeah, mogily.” Tinny Him looked around, embarrassed, then went onin alow voice. “Her peliclewon’t
die. It keeps creeping around the house. And it’ s pulling her body around like arag doll. | can't get her
away fromit.”

“Y ou mean her body died, but her pelicledidn’t.”

“Hell yesthat’'swhat | mean.” Tinny Him took the flask back and finished it off. “Hell, TB, what am |
going to do? She' sredly stinking up the place, and every time | throw the old hag out, that grist drags her
right back in. It knocks on the door al night long until | have to openit.”

“You vegot aproblem.”

“Damn right I’ ve got a problem. She was good old mum, but I’ m starting to hate her right now, let metell
yw.”



TB sghed. “Maybe | can do something,” he said. “But not tonight.”

“Y ou could come around tomorrow. My gd’ |l fix you something to egt.”

“I might just.”

“Y ou got to help me, TB. Everybody knows you got a sweet touch with the grist.”

“I'll dowhat | can,” TB said. He drifted over to the bar, leaving Tinny Him watching the pool game. He
told Chen he wanted a cold beer, and Chen got it for him from afreezer box. It was agood way to chill
the burning that was starting up in his ssomach. He sat down on astool at the bar and drank the beer.
Chen’s bar wastiled in beaten-out snap-metal ads, al dead now and their days of roaming the corridors,
sacs, bolsas, glands, and cylinders of the Met long done. Most of the advertisements were for products
that he had never heard of, but the one his beer was sitting on he recogni zed. It was arecruiting pitch for
the civil service, and there was Amés back before he was Big Cheese of the System, when he was
Governor of Mercury. The snap-metd had paused in the middle of Amés s pitch for the Met’ sfinest to
come to Mercury and become part of the New Hierarchy. The snap-metal Amés was caught with the big
mouth on his big face wide-open. The bottom of TB'’ s beer glassfit dmost perfectly in theround “O” of
it.

TB took adrink and set the glass back down. “ Shut up,” he said. “ Shut the hell up, why don’'t you?’

Chen looked up from his dominoes, which immediately started grumbling among themsdaves when they
felt that he wasn't paying attention to them. “Y ou talking to me?” he said.

TB grinned and shook hishead. “1 might tell you to shut up, but you don’t say much in thefirst place.”

Ru Jun€e' s got more crowded as what passed for night in the Carbuncle wore on. The garbage pickers,
therat hunters, and the sump farmersdrifted in. Most of them were men, but there were afew women,
and afew indeterminate shambling masses of rags. Somebody tried to sell him aspent coil of luciferan
tubing. It was mottled dong itslength where it had caught a plague. He nodded while the tube monger
tried to convince him that it was rechargeable but refused to barter, and the man moved on after Chen
gave him ahard stare. TB ordered another beer and fished three metal keys out of his pocket. Thiswas
the unit of currency in the Carbuncle. Two were broken. One looked like it wasred brass and might go
to something. He put the keys on the bar and Chen quickly did them away into astrongbox.

Bob came over and dapped TB on hisback. “Why don’t you get you some whiskey?’ he said. He
pulled back his shirt to show TB another flask of rotgut moonshine stuck under the string that held up his
trousers.

“Let mefinish thisbeer, and | might.”

“Big Greg said somebody was asking after you.”
“Gladyswas, but she found me.”

“It was ashaman-priest.”

“A what?’

“One of them Greentree ones.”

“What' s he doing here?’



“They got achurch or something over in Bagtown. Sometimesthey come dl theway out here. Big Greg
sad he was doing something funny with rocks.”

“With rocks?’
“That' swhat the man said.”
“Areyou surethat’ swhat he said?’

“Big Greg said it was something funny with rocksisdl | know. Hey, why areyou looking funny dl of a
sudden?’

“I know that priest.”
“Now how could that be?’
“1 know him. | wonder what he wants.”

“What dl menwant,” said Bob. “Whiskey and something to poke. Or just whiskey sometimes. But
aways at least whiskey.” He reached over the bar and felt around down behind it. “What have | got my
hand on, Chen?’

Chen glanced over. “My goddamn scattergun,” he said.
Bob felt some more and pulled out a battered fiddle. “Where' s my bow?’

“Right there besideit,” Chen replied. Bob got the bow. He shook it abit, and its grist rosined it up. Bob
stood beside TB with his back to the bar. He pulled along note off thefiddle, holding it to his chest.
Then, without pause, he moved straight into a complicated redl. Bob punctuated the music with afew
shoutsright in TB’se-r.

“Goddammiit, Bob, you'reloud,” he said after Bob was finished.

“Got to dance,” Bob said. “Clear meaway!” he shouted to the room. A little clearing formed in the
middle of theroom, and Bob fiddled hisway to it, then played and scomped hisfeet in syncopation.

“Comeon, TB,” Sister Mary said. “Y ou're going to dance with me.” Shetook hisarm, and he let her
lead him away from the bar. He didn’'t know what she wanted him to do, but she hooked her arm
through his and spun him around and around until he thought he was going to spew out hisguts. While he
was catching his breath and getting back some measure of baance, the whore climbed up on atable and
began swishing her dressto Bob's mad fiddling. TB watched her, glad for the respite.

The whole room seemed to sway—not in very good rhythm—to the music. Between songs, Bob took
hits off his moonshine and passed it up to Sister Mary, who remained on the tabletop, dancing and
working several men who stood about her into afrenzy to see up her swishing dress.

Chen was working a crowded bar, his domino game abandoned. He scowled at the interruption, but
quickly poured drinksal around.

“Get you some whiskey! Get you somewhiskey!” Bob called out over and over again. After amoment,
TB redized it was the name of the song he was playing.

Somebody thrust abottleinto TB’s hand. Hetook adrink without thinking, and whatever wasinsideit
diddown hisgulletinaged.



Drinking grist. It was purplein the bottle and glowed faintly. He took another dug, and somebody else
grabbed the stuff away from him. Down in hisgut, hefdt the grist activating. Instantly he understood its
coded purpose. Old Seventy-Five. Take you on aride on acomet down into the sun.

Goon, TB told the grit. | got nothing to lose.

Enter and win! It said to him.Enter and win! But the contest was long expired.
No thank you.

What do you want the most?

It was a preprogrammed question, of course. Thiswas not the same grist as that which had advertised
the contest. Somebody had brewed up amix. And hadn’t paid much attention to the melding. There was
something elsein there, something different. Military grist, maybe. One step away from sentience.

What the hell. Down she goes.

What do you want the most?

To bedrunker than I’ ve ever been before.
Drunker than this?

Oh, yeah.

All right.

A night like no other! Visions of anaked couple in aGanymede resort bath, drinking Old Seventy-Five
from bottleswith long straws. Live the dream! Enter and win!

| said no.
Thelittle trance dispersed.
What do you want the most?

Bob was up on the table with Sister Mary. How could they both fit? Bob was playing and dancing with
her. He leaned back over the redling crowd and the whore held him at arm’ slength, the fiddle between
them. They spun round and round in acircle, Bob wildly sawing a hisingrument and Sister Mary’s
mouth gleaming blackly as she smiled amaniacd, full-toothed amile.

Someone bumped into TB and pushed him into somebody €l se. He staggered over to acorner to wait
for Ru June' sto stop spinning. After awhile, he redized that Bob and Sister Mary weren't going to, the
crowd in the tavern wasn't, the chair, tables, and walls were only going to go on and on, spinning and
now lurching at him asif they were swelling up, engorging, distending toward him. Wanting something
from him when dl he had to give was nothing anymore.

TB edged hisway past it dl to the door. He did around the edge of the doorframe asif he were sneaking
out. The plastic strips beat againgt him, but he pushed through them and stumbled hisway off the porch.
He went ahundred feet or so before he stepped in asoft place in the ground and keeled over. He landed
with hisback down. Above him the swamp-gas flares were flashing arrhythmically. The stench of the
whole world—something he hardly ever noticed anymore—hit him at once and completely. Nothing was
right. Everything was out of kilter.



Therewasatwigt in hisgut. Ben down there thrashing about. But I’'m Ben. I'm Thaddeus. Wefindly
have become one. What a pretty thing to contemplate. A man with another man thrust through him,
crosswaysin the fourth dimension. A tesseracted cross, with agroaning man upon it, crucified to himself.
But you couldn’'t see dl that, because it was in the fourth dimension.

Enough to turn aman to drink.
| haveto turn over so | don’t choke when | throw up.
I”m going to throw up.

Heturned over, and his ssomach wanted to vomit, but the grist gel wasn't going to be expelled, and he
dry heaved for severa minutes until hisbody gave up oniit.

What do you want the most?

“I want her back. | want it not to have happened at all. | want to be able to change something besides the
future”

And then the gdl liquefied and crawled up histhroat like hands and he opened his mouth and

—qood god itwas hands, small hands grasping at hislipsand pulling outward, gaining purchase, forcing
his mouth open, hislips apart—

—Cack of ajdlied cough, a heave of revulson—
| didn’t meanit redly.
Yesyou did.

—Hisface sdeways and the small hands clawing into the garbage heap ground, pulling themsalves
forward, dragging dong an arm-thick trailer of something much more vile than phlegm—

—An involuntary rigor over hismuscles as they contract and spasm to the beat of another’ s presence, a
presence within them that wants—

—Oout—
He vomited the gris-phlegm for along, long time.

And the stuff pooled and spread and it wasn't just hands. There was an elongated body. The brief curve
of arump and breasts. Feet the size of histhumb, but perfectly formed. Growing.

A face.
| won't look.

A facethat was, for an ingtant, familiar beyond familiar, because it wasnot her. Oh, no. He knew it was
not her. It wasjust the way he remembered her.

The phlegm girl rolled itsdlf in thefilth. Like bread dough, it rolled and grew and rolled, collecting detritus,
bloating, becoming—

It opened its mouth. A gurgling. Thick, wet words. He couldn’t help himsdlf. He crawled over to it, bent
toligen.



“Isthiswhat you wanted?’
“Oh God. | never.”
“Kill methen,” it whispered. “Kill mequick.”

And he reached for its neck, and as his hands tightened, he felt the give. Not fully formed. If ever there
were atime to end this monster, now was that time.

What have | done here tonight?

He squeezed. The thing began to cough and choke. To thrash about in the scum of its birth.
Not again.

| can't.

Heloosened hisgrip.

“I'won't,” TB said.

He sat back from the thing and watched in amazement asit sucked in air. Crawled with life. Took the
form of awoman.

Opened cataracted eyesto the world. He reached over and gently rubbed them. The skeins came away
on hisfingers, and the eyes were clear. The face turned to him.

“I'mdying,” thewoman said. It hadher voice. The voice as he remembered it. So help his damned soul.
Her voice. “Help.”

“I don’'t know what to do.”

“Somethingismissng.”

“What?’

“Don’'t know what. Not right.” It coughed. She coughed.

“Alethea” Helet himself say it. Knew it was wrong immediately. No. Thiswasn't the woman's name.
“Don’'t want to enough.”

“Want to what? How can | help you?’

“Don’t want to live. Don't want to live enough to live.” She coughed again, tried to move, could only jerk
gpasmodicaly. “Pleasehelp . . . thisone. Me.”

He touched her again. Now she was flesh. But so0 cold. He put his arms undernegth her and found that
shewasvery light, easly lifted.

He stood with the woman in hisarms. She could not weigh over forty pounds. “I'm taking you home,” he
sad. “Tomy home”

“All right.”

“Thisone...|...triedto do what you wanted. Itismy . . . purpose.”



“That was some powerful uff in that Old Seventy-Five,” he said.

He no longer felt drunk. He felt spent, torn up, and ragged out. But he wasn’t drunk, and he had some
strength left, though he could hardly believe it. Maybe enough to get her back to the hoy. He couldn’t
take the route that Bob had brought him to Ru June's, but there was alonger, smpler path. He walked it.
Walked dl theway home with the woman in hisarms. Her shalow breathing. Her familiar face.

Her empty, empty eyes.
With his specia power, helooked into the future and saw what he had to do to help her.
Something IsTired and Wantsto Lie Down But Doesn’t Know How

Something istired and wantsto lie down but doesn't know how. Thissomethingisn't me. | won't let it be
me. How does rest smell? Bad. Dead.

Jill turns stiffly in the folds of her bag. On the bed in the hoy is the girl-thing. Between themis TB,
his left hand on Jill.

Dead iswhat happenstothings, and | am not, not, not athing. | will not be athing. They should not have
awakened meif they didn’t want meto run.

They said | wasamigtake. | am not a mistake.

They thought that they could codein the rules for doing whét you are told.

| antherules.

Rulesarefor things,

| am not athing.

Run.

| don’t want to die.

Who can bite like me? Who will help TB search the darkest places? | need to live.
Run.

Run, run, run, and never die.

TB places hisright hand on the girl-thing’ s forehead.
Thereis apipe made of bone that he put to hislipsand blew.
Bonenote.

Fade.

Fadeinto the grist.



TB speaks to the girl-thing.

| will not let you go, he says.

I’m not her.

Sheiswhy you are, but you aren't her.

| am not her. She' swhat you most want. Y ou told the grist.
| was misinterpreted.

| am amistake then.

Lifeis never a mistake. Ask Jill.

Jl?

She' s here now. Listen to her. She knows more than | do about women.

TB is touching them both, letting himself dlip away as much as he can. Becoming a channel, a path
between. A way.

| havetodie.

Ihaveto live. I'm dying just like you. Do youwant to die?

No.

I’ll help you, then. Can you live with me?

Who are you?

Jil.

| amnot Alethea

Y ou look like her, but you don't smdl anything like shewould smell. You smdll like TB.
I”’m not anybody.

Then you can be me. It'sthe only way tolive.

Do | have achoice?

Choosing isdl there ever isto do.



| can live with you. Will you live with me? How can we?

We can run together. We can hunt. We can dways, dways run.

TB touching them both. The flow of information through him. Heis a glass, a peculiar lens. As Jill
flows to the girl-thing, TB transforms information to Being.

TheRock Balancer and the Rat-hunting Man

There had been times when he got them twenty feet high on Triton. It was addlicate thing. After Six fedt,
he had to jump. Gravity gave you amoment more at the gpex of your bounce than you would get at the
Earth-normd pull or on abolsaspinning at Earth-norma centrifuga. But on Triton, in that instant of
dtillness, you had to do your work. Sure, there was alearned craft in estimating imaginary plumb lines, in
knowing the consstency of the materid, and in finding tiny declivities that would provide the right amount
of friction. It was amazing how small alump could fit in how minuscule abowl, and arock would balance
upon another asif glued. Y &, there was a point where the craft of it—about as odd and useless a craft as
humankind had invented, he supposed—gave way to thefed, theart. A point where Andreknew the
rocks would balance, where he could see the possibility of their being one. Or their Being. And when he
made it S0, that waswhy . That was as good as rock balancing got.

“Can you get them as high in the Carbuncle?’

“No,” Andresaid. “Thisisthe heaviest place |’ ve ever been. But it really doesn’t matter about the height.
Thisisn't acontest, what | do.”

“Isthereapointtoita al?’

“Towhat? To getting them high? The higher you get the rocks, the longer you can spend doing the
baancing.”

“Tothebaancing, | mean.”
“Yes. Thereisapoint.”
“What isit?’

“I couldn’t tell you, Ben.”

Andre turned from hiswork. Therocks did not fall. They stayed balanced behind him in acolumn, with
only small edges connecting. It seemed impossible that this could be. It was science, sufficiently
advanced.

The two men hugged. Drew away. Andre laughed.

“Did you think | would look like abig glob of protoplasm?’ TB said.
“I was picturing flashing eyes and floating hair, actudly.”

“It'sme”

“Areyou Ben?’



“Benistheditchin my sdethat won't go away.”
“Areyou Thaddeus?’

“Thaddeusisthe sack of rusty penniesin my knee.”
“Areyou hungry?’

“I could est.”

They went to Andre' s priest’ s quarters. He put some water in a coffee percolator and spooned some
coffee groundsinto the basket.

“When did you gart drinking coffee?’
“I suddenly got redly tired of drinking teadl thetime. Y ou gtill drink coffee?’
“Sure. But it'sdamn hard to get around here with or without keys.”

“Keys? Somebody stole my keysto thisplace. | [eft them Sitting on thistable, and they waked in and
took them.”

“They won't be back,” TB said. “They got what they were after.” There were no chairsin the room, so
he leaned againg awall.

“Hoor’sclean,” Andre said.
“I'mfineleaning.”

Andre reached into a burlap sack and dug around insdeit. “1 found something here,” he said. He pulled
out ahandful of what looked like weeds. * Recogni ze these?’

“I| was wondering where | put those. I’ ve been missing them for weeks.”

“It'spoke sdlit,” Andre said. Hefilled apot full of water from aclay jug and activated ahot spot on the
room’s plain wooden table. He put the weeds into the water. “Y ou have no idea how good thisis.”

“Andre, that stuff grows all around the Carbuncle. Everybody knowsthat it' s poison. They call it skunk
sumec.”

“Itis” Andresaid.” Phytolacca americana.”
“Arewe going to eat poison?’

“You bring it to aboil then pour the water off. Then you bring it to aboil again and pour the water off.
Then you boail it again and serveit up with pepper sauce. Thetrick to not dying ispicking it whileit's
ywrg.”

“How the hell did you discover that?’
“My convert likesto do that kind of research.”

After awnhile, the water boiled. Andre used the tails of his shirt asa pot holder. He took the pot outside,
emptied it, then brought it back in and st it to boiling again with new water.

“| saw Mally,” Andre said.



“How’sMolly?’ said TB. “ She was becoming a natural wonder last | saw her.”

“Sheis”

They waited, and the water boiled again. Andre poured it off and put in new water from the jug.
“Andre, what are you doing in the Carbuncle€?’

“I'm with the Peace Movement.”

“What are you talking about; there’ snot any war.”

Andre did not reply. He stirred some spice into the poke sdllit.

“I didn’t want to befound,” TB findly said.

“I haven't found you.”

“I’'m avery sad fellow, Andre. I'm not like | used to be.”

“Thisisready.” Andre spooned out the poke sdllit into a couple of bowls. The coffee was done, and he
poured them both a cup.

“Doyou have any milk?’ TB asked.

“That' saproblem.”

“I candrink it black. Do you mind if | smoke?’

“I don't mind. What kind of cigarettes are those?’
“Locd.”

“Where do they come from around here?’

“Y ou don't want to know.”

Andre put pepper sauce on hisgreens, and TB followed suit. They ate and drank coffee, and it dll tasted
very good. TB lit acigarette, and the acrid new smoke pleasantly cut through the vegetabl e thickness that
had suffused Andre’ s quarters. Outside there was agreat clattering as the rocks lost their balance and
they al came tumbling down.

They went out to the front of the quarters where Andre had put down awooden pallet that served asa
patio. Heretherewas achair. TB sat down and smoked while Andre did his evening forms.

“Waan't that one called the Choking Chicken?” TB asked him after he moved through a particularly
contorted portion of thetal chi exercise.

“I think it isthe Fucking Annoying Pig-sticker you' rereferring to, and | already did that in case you didn’t
notice.”

“Guessdl my seminary learning is garting to fade.”
“I bet it would al come back to you pretty quickly.”

“I bet we're never going to find out.”



Andre smiled, completed the form, then sat down in the lotus position acrossfrom TB. If such athing
were possible in the Carbuncle, it would be about sunset. It felt like sunset inside Andre.

“Andre, | hopeyou didn't come dl the way out hereto get me.”
“Get you?'

“I"m not going back.”

“Towhere?

“Todl that.” TB flicked his cigarette away. He took another from abundle of them rolled in oiled paper
that he kept in ashirt pocket. He shook it hard a couple of timesand it lit up. “I make mistakes that kill
people back there.”

“Likeyoursdf.”

“Among others.” TB took along drag. Suddenly he was looking hard & Andre. “Y ou scoundrdl! Y ou
fucked Molly. Don'tlietome; | just saw it al.”

1] Sjre_”
“I’'mglad. I'mredlly glad of that. Y ou were dways her greet regret, you know.”
Andre spread out his hands on his knees.

“Ben, | don't want adamn thing from you,” he said. “There' sdl kind of machinations back in the M,
and some of it hasto do with you. Y ou know aswell as| do that Amésisgoing to Sart awar if he
doesn’t get hisway with the outer system. But | came out here to see how you were doing. That'sdl.”

TB waslooking at him again in that hard way, complete way. Seeing dl the threads.

“We both have gotten a bit ragged-out these last twenty years,” Andre continued. “1 thought you might
want to talk about it. | thought you might want to talk about her.”

“What are you? The Way’ s designated godling counsdlor?’
Andre couldn’t help laughing. He dgpped hislotus-bent knee and snorted.
“What's so goddamn funny?’ said TB.

“Ben, look at yoursdlf. Y ou're agarbageman . | wouldn't classfy you asagod, to tell you the truth. But
then, | don’'t even classify God asagod anymore.”

“I amnot agarbage man. Y ou don’'t know adamn thing if you think that.”
“What are you, then, if you don’t mind my asking?’
TB flicked his cigarette avay and sat up Straight.

“I'marat-hunting man,” hesaid. “That' swhat | am.” He stood up. “Come on. It'salong wak back to
my place, and | got somebody | want you to mest.”

Bite

Sometimes you take aturn in arat warren and there you are in the thick of them when before you were



dl doneinthetunnd. They will bite you alittle, and if you don’t jump, jump, jump they will bite you alot.
That istheway it has aways been with me, and so it does’t surprise me when it happens dl over again.

What I'm thinking about at first is getting Andre Sud to have sex with me and thisislikeatunnd I’ ve
been traveling down for along time now.

TB went to town with Bob and left me with Andre Sud the priest. We walked the soft ground leading
down to ashod on the Bendy River where like to take a bath even though the alligators are sometimes
bad there. | told Andre Sud about how to spot the aligators, but | keep an eye out for both of us
because even though he' s been in the Carbuncle for ayear, Andre Sud sill doesn't quite believe they
would egt you.

They would eat you.

Now that | am awoman, | only get blood on mewhen | go to clean the ferret cagesand dso TB sayshe
can keep up with Earth-time by when | bleed out my vagina. It isan odd thing to happen to a girl.
Doesn't happen to ferrets. It meansthat I’ m not pregnant, but howcould | bewith al these men who
won't have sex with me? TB won't touch me that way, and | have been working on Andre Sud, but he
knowswhat | am upto. | think heisvery smart. Bob just sartslaughing like the crazy man heiswhen |
bring it up, and he runsaway. All these gdllant men standing around twiddling themsalvesinto a garbage
heap and me here wanting one of them.

| can understand TB because | 1ook just like her. | thought maybe Aletheawas ugly, but Andre Sud said
he didn’t know about her, but | wasn't. And | was about sixteen from the looks of it, too, he said. I'm
nearly two hundred. Or I'm one year old. Depends on which one of usyou mean, or if you mean both.

“Will you scrub my back?’ | ask Andre Sud, and, after amoment, he obligesme. At least | get tofed his
hands on me. They are as rough as those rocks he handles dl thetime, but very careful. At first | didn’t
like him because he didn’t say much and | thought he was hiding things, but then | saw that hejust didn’t
say much. So | started asking him questions, and | found out alot.

| found out everything he could tell me about Alethea. And he has been explaining to me about TB. He
was pretty surprised when it turned out | understood dl the math. It wasthejealousy and hurt | never
have quite understood, and how TB could hurt himsalf so much when | know how much he lovesto live.

“Isthat good?” Andre Sud asks me, and before he can pull his hands away, | spin around, and heis
touching my breasts. He himsdlf isthe one who told me men like that, but he ssumbles back and
practicaly sitsdown in the water and goddammit | spot an aligator eyeing us from the other bank and |
have to get us out quick-like, dthough the danger is not severe. It could be.

Wedry off on the bank.

“Jl” hesays, “I haveto tell you more about sex.”

“Why don’t youshow me?’

“That’ sexactly what | mean. You'reill thinking like aferret.”

“I'll dways be part ferret, Andre Sud.”

“I know. That'sagood thing. But I'm al human. Sex is connected with love.”

“I loveyou.”



“Y ou are ddiberately misunderstanding me because you're horny.”
“All right,” | say. “Don’t remind me.”

But now Andre Sud islooking over my shoulder a something, and his face looks happy, and then it
looks stricken—as if he redlized something in the moment when he was happy.

| turn and see TB running toward the hoy. Bob iswith him. They’ ve come back from town aong the
Bob-ways. And there is somebody € se with them.

“I'll be damned,” Andre Sud says. “Molly Index.”

It' sawoman. Her hair looks blue in the light off the hegps, which meansthat it iswhite. Isshe old or
does shejust have white hair?

“What are you doing here, Molly?’ says Andre Sud quietly. “This can’'t be good.”
They are running toward home, al of them running.

TB sendsashiver through the grist, and | fed it tell me what he wants usto do.
“Get to the hoy,” | tdl Andre Sud. “Fast now. Fast asyou can.”

We get there before the others do, and | start casting off lines. When the three of them arrive, the hoy is
ready to go. TB and Bob push us away, while Andre Sud takes the woman inside. Within moments, we
areout in the Bendy, and caught in the current. TB and Bob go inside, and TB sticks his head up through
the pilot’ s bubble to navigate.

Thewoman, Mally Index, looks a me. She has got very strange eyes. | have never seen eyeslike that. |
think that she can seeinto the grist like TB and | do.

“My God,” shesays. “ Shelooksjust like her.”

“My nameisJll,” | say. “I’'m not Alethea”

“No, | know that,” Molly Index says. “Ben told me.”
“Mally, what are you doing here?” Andre Sud asks.

Molly Index turnsto Andre Sud. Shereachesfor hishand and toucheshim. | am alittle worried she
might try something with the grist, but it lookslike they are old friends.

“That war you kept talking about,” she says. “It Sarted. Amés has sarted it.”
“Oh, no,” Andre Sud says. He pullsaway from her. “No.”

Molly Index follows him. She reaches out and rubs a hank of his hair between her fingers. “1 likeit long,”
shesays. “But it'skind of greasy.”

This doesn't please me, and Molly Index iswearing the most horrible boots | have ever seen, too. They
aredainty little thingsthat will get eaten off her feet if she stepsinto something nasty. In the Carbuncle, the
ground issomething nasty. The glly grist in those city bootswon't last aweek here. It isawonder to me
that no oneislaughing at the silly boots, but | suppose they have other worries at the moment, and so do
l.



“| should have listened to you,” Molly Index says. “Made preparations. He got me. Most of me. Amés
did. He s co-opted dl the big LAPsinto the New Hierarchy. But most of them joined voluntarily, the
fools” Again shetoucheshishand, and | redizethat | am alittle jealous. He does not pull back from her
agan. “| alone have escaped to tdl you,” Molly Index says. “ They’ re coming. They’ reright behind us.”

“Whois right behind you?’ | say. Thisissomething | need to know. | cando something about this.

“Amés sdamned Free Radica Patrol. Some kind of machine followed me here, and | didn’t redizeit.
Amés must have found out from me—the other part of me—where Benis”

“What isa Free Radical Patrol?’ | say.
Something hitsthe outside of the hoy, hard. “ Oh shit,” TB says. Y onder comesthe flying monkey.”

The pilot glass bresks, and ahooked claw sinksinto TB'’s shoulder. He screams. | don’t think, but |
move. | catch hold of hisankle.

We are dragged up. Lifted out. We are rising through the air above the hoy. Something screeches. TB
ydlslike crazy.

| hold on.
Wind and TB’ sydls and something sounds like amillion mean and angry bees.

WEe re too heavy and whatever it was drops us onto the deck. TB startsto stand up, but | roll under his
legs and knock him down, and before he can do anything, | shove him back down through the pilot dome
hole and into the hoy.

Just in time, too, because the thing returns, ablack shadow, and sinksitstalonsinto my back. | don't
know what it isyet, and | may never know, but nothing will ever take me without afight.

Something | can smell inthegrist.

You are under indictment from the Free Radical Patrol. Please cease resisting. Cease resisting.
Cease.

Thewords smdl like metal and foam.

Ceaseressting? What afunny thing to say to me. Liketdling the wind to cease blowing. Blowing iswhat
makesit thewind.

| twist hard and whatever it isonly gets my dress, my poor pretty dress and alittle skin off my back. |
can fed some poison grist try to worm into me, but that is nothing. It has no ideawhat | am made of. | kil
that grigt, hardly thinking about doing so, and turn to face thisdark thing.

It doesn't look likeamonkey | don't think, though | wouldn't know.

What are you?

But there are wind currents and not enough grist transmission through the air for communications. Fuck it.
“Jll, be careful,” says TB. Hisvoiceisstrained. Thisthing hurt TB!

| will bite you.



“Would you pass me up one of those gaffs please,” | call to the others. Thereis scrambling down below,
and Bob' s hands come up with the long hook. | takeit, and he ducks back down quick. Bob is crazy,
but he' sno fool.

Thething circlesaround. | cannot see how it isflying, but it iskind of blurred around its edges. Millions of
tiny wings—grist built. | take alonger look. Thisthing isall angles. Some of them have needles, some
have claws. All of the angles are sharp. It isalike a black-and-red mass of triangles flying through the air
that only wantsto cut you. Isthere anybody insde? 1 don't think so. Thisisal codethat | amfacing. Itis
about threetimes as big asme, but | think of this as an advantage.

It dives, and | am ready with the hook. It grabs hold of the gaff just as|’d hoped it would, and | useits
momentum to guideit down, just alittletoo far down.

A whiff of grig asitfdls

Cease immediately. You are interfering with a Hierarchy judgment initiative. Cease or you will
be—

Crash into the Side of the hoy. Splash into the Bendy River.
| let go of the gaff. Too easy. That was—
Thething risesfrom the Bendly, dripping wet.

Itismad. | don't need the grist to tell meit ismad. All thoselittle wings are buzzing angry, but not like
bees anymore. Hungry like the flies on a piece of meet |eft out inthe air too long.

Cea=e.

“Here” saysBob. He hands me aflare gun. | spin and fireinto the clump of triangles. Againit falsinto
theriver.

Aganitrises.

| think about this. It isdripping wet with Bendy River water. If thereisonething | know, it isthe scum
that flowsin the Bendy. Thereisn't any gristinit that has't tried to get me.

Thisisgoing to betricky. | get ready.

Come and get me, triangles. Herel amjust a girl. Come and eat me.

It zoomsin. | stretch out my hands.

You areinterfering with Hierarchy business. You will cease or be end-use-eventuated. You will—
We touch.

Instantly | recondtitute the Bendy water’ sgrit, tell it what | want it to do. The momentum of the triangles
knocks me over, and | roll aong the deck under its weight. Something in my wrist snaps, but | ignore that
pain. Blood on my lipsfrom where | have bitten my tongue. | have abad habit of sticking it out when |
am concentrating.

The clump of triangles finishes clobbering me, and it fdlsinto theriver. Oh, too bad, triangles. Theriver
grist that | recoded tells all theriver water what to do. Regular water is over eight pounds agallon, but
the water in the Bendy is thicker and more forceful than that. And it knows how to crush. It is mean



water, and it wantsto get things, and now | havetold it how. | have put alittle bit of meinto the Bendy,
and the water knows something that | know.

It knows never to cease. Never, never, never.

The triangle clump bobsfor an ingtant before the whole river turnson it. Folds over it. Sucksit down.
Appliesdl theweight of water twenty feet degp, many mileslong. What looks like awaterspout rises
above where thetriangle clump fdll, but thisis actualy apiledriver, ageled column climbing up on itsdf.
It collapses downward like a shoe coming down on aroach.

Thereisbuzzing, furious buzzing, wet wingsthat won't dry becauseit isn't quite water that has gotten
onto them, and it won't quite shake off.

There is a degp-down explosion under us, and the hoy rocks. Again I’m thrown onto the deck, and |
hold tight, hold tight. | don’t want to fall into that water right now. | stand up and look.

Bits of trianglesfloat to the surface. Theriver quickly turns them back under.
“I'think I gotit,” | cdl to the others.
“Jll,” says TB. “Come here and show meyou are il dive.”

| jump down through the pilot hole, and he hugs and kisses me. He kisses me right on the mouth, and for
once | sensethat heis not thinking about Aletheaat all when he touchesme. It feds very, very good.

“Oh your poor back,” says Molly Index. She looks pretty distraught and fairly useless. But at least she
warned us. That was agood thing.

“It'sjust ascratch,” | say. “And | took care of the poison.”

“You just took out a Met sweep enforcer,” Andre Sud says. “| think that was one of the specid
sweepers made for riot work, too.”

“What was that thing doing here?”

“Looking for Ben,” saysMoally Index. “ There' s more where that came from. Améswill send more.”
“I will kill them dl if | haveto.”

Everybody looks at me, and everyoneis quiet for amoment, even Bob.

“I bedieveyou, JlIl,” Andre Sud finaly says. “But it stimeto go.”

TB isdtting down at the table now. Nobody is piloting the boat, but we are drifting in midcurrent, and it
should be dl right for now.

“Go?’ TB says. “I’'m not going anywhere. They will not use meto makewar. I'll kill mysdif first. And |
won't messit up thistime.”

“If you stay here, they’ll catch you,” Andre Sud says.
“Y ou’'ve cometo Amés sattention,” Molly Index says. “I’m sorry, Ben.”
“It' snot your fault.”

“We haveto get out of the Met,” Andre Sud says. “We have to get to the outer system.”



“They’ lluse me, too. They’re not as bad as Amés, but nobody’ s going to turn me into aweapon. | don’t
make fortunesfor soldiers.”

“If we can get to Triton, we might be okay,” Andre Sud replies. “I have acertain pull on Triton. | know
the westherman there”

“What' s that supposed to mean?’

“Trust me. It' sagood thing. The weatherman isthe military commander, and heis very important on
Triton. Also, he'safriend of mine.”

“Thereisonething I’d like to know,” says TB. “How in hell would we get to Triton from here?’

Bob stands up abruptly. He' s been rummaging around in TB’ slarder while everybody else wastalking. |
saw himat it, but | knew he wasn't going to find anything he would want.

“Why didn’t you say you wanted to go Out-ways?’ he said. “ All we got to do isfollow the Bendy
around to Makepeace Century’ s place in the gas swamps.”

“Who'sthat?’

“I thought you knew her, TB. She' sthat witch that livesin the ditch’ saunt. | guessyou'd cdl her a
smuggler. Remember the old Seventy-Five from last year that you got so drunk on?’

“I remember,” TB says.
“Well, she' swhere| got that from,” says Bob. “She’ sgot alot of cats, too, if you want one.”

We head down the Bendy, and | keep alookout for more of those enforcers, but | guess| killed the one
they sent thistime. | guessthey thought one was enough. | can’t help but think about where | am going. |
can't help but think about leaving the Carbuncle. There sa part of me that has never been outside, and
none of me has ever traveled into the outer system. Stray code couldn’t go there. Y ou had to pass
through empty space. There weren't any cables out past Jupiter.

“| thought you understood why I'm here,” TB says. “I can’'t go.”

“You can't go evento saveyour life, Ben?’

“It wouldn’t matter that | saved my life. If thereisanything left of Alethea, | haveto find her.”
“What about thewar?’

“I can’t think about that.”

“Youhave to think about it.”

“Who says?God? God is a bastard mushroom sprung from a pollution of blood. ” TB shakeshis
head sadly. “ That was dways my favorite koan in seminary—and the truest one.”

“Soit'sdl over?” Andre Sud says. “He sgoing to catch you.”
“I’ll hidefrom them.”

“Don’t you understand, Ben? He' staking over dl the grist. After he doesthat, there won't be anyplace
to hide because Améswill be the Met.”



“I havetotry to save her.”

The solution isobviousto me, but | guessthey don't seeit yet. They keep forgetting | am not really
sixteen. That in someways, I'm alot older than dl of them.

Y ou could say that it istheway that TB made me, that it iswritten in my code. Y ou might even say that
TB has somehow reached back from the future and made this so, made this the way things haveto be.
Y ou could talk about fate and quantum mechanics.

All thesethings are true, but the truest thing of al isthat | am free. The world has bent and squeezed me,
and torn away every part of methat isnot free. Freedomisall that | am.

Andwhat | do, | do because | love TB and not for any other reason.

“Ah” | moan. “My wrigt hurts. | think it’s broken, TB.”

He looks at me, stricken.

“OhI’'msorry, little one,” he says. “ Al thistalking, and you' re sanding there hurt.”

Hereachesover. | put out my arm. In the moment of touching, he redizeswhat | an doing, but it istoo
late. | have studied him for too long and know the taste of hispellicle. | know how to get insde him. | am
his daughter, after al. Flesh of hisflesh.

And | amfast. So very fast. That’swhy he wanted me around in the first place. | am a scrap of code that
has been running from security for two hundred years. | am a projection of hisinnermost longings now
cometo life. | am awoman, and heisthe man that made me. | know what makes TB tick.

“I'll look for her,” | say to him. “1 won't give up until | find her.”

“No, JIl—" But it istoo late for TB. | have caught him by surprise, and he hasn't had timeto seewhat |
amupto.

“TB, don't you seewhat | am?’
“Jll, you can't—"

“I'myou , TB. I’'myour love for her. Sometime in the future you have reached back into the past and
made me. Now. So that the future can be different.”

Hewill understand one day, but now thereisno time. | code hisgrist into arepeating loop and set the
counter to ahigh number. | get into his head and work his dendrites down to deep. Then, with my other
hand, | whack him on the head. Only hard enough to knock him the rest of the way out.

TB crumplesto thefloor, but I catch him before he can bang into anything. Andre Sud helpsmelay him
gently down.

“He Il be out for two days,” | say. “ That should give you enough timeto get him off the Carbuncle.”

| stand looking down at TB, at his softly breathing form. What have | done? | have betrayed the one who
meansthe most to mein dl crestion.

“He sgoing to be redly hungry when hewakesup,” | say.

Andre Sud’ s hand on my shoulder. “Y ou saved hislife, Jll,” he says. “ Or he saved hisown. He saved it



the moment he savedyours .”
“I won't give her up,” 1 say. “1 have to stay so he can go with you and ill have hope.”

Andre Sud stands with his hand on me alittle longer. Hisvoice sounds asif it comes from along way off
even though heisright next to me. “Destiny’ sabrutd old hag,” he says. “I’d rather believe in nothing.”

“Itisvtdestiny,” | reply. “1t'slove.”

“There are moments when freedom and determinism are the same thing. There are people who are both
a thesametime. ..” Andre Sud looks at me, shakes his head, then rubshiseyes. It isasif he sseeing a
new me standing where | am standing. “It is probably essentia that you find Alethes, Jill. She must be
somewhere in the Met. | think Ben knows that. He would know if she were truly dead. She needsto
forgive him, or not forgive him. Healing Ben and ending the war arethe samething . . . but we can’t think
about it that way.”

“| care about TB. Thewar cangoto hel.”
“Yes” Andre Sud says, “Thewar cangoto hdl.”

After awhile, | go up on deck to keep awatch out for more pursuit. Molly Index comes with me. We Sit
together for many hours. She doesn’t tell me anything about TB or Alethea, but instead she talksto me
about what it was like growing up ahuman being. Then shetells me how gloriousit was when she spread
out into the grist and could see so far.

“| could see dl theway around the sun,” Molly Index says. “I don’t know if | want to live now that I’ ve
lost that. | don’t knowhow | can live asjust aperson again.”

“Even when you arelessthan aperson,” | tell her, “you still want to live.”
“| supposeyou'reright.”

“Besdes, Andre Sud wantsto have sex with you. | can smell it on him.”
“Yes” Mally Index says.“Socanl.”

“Will youlet him?’

“When thetime comes”

“What isit like?’ | say.

“Y ou mean with Andre?’

“What isit like?’

Molly Index touchesme. | fed the grist of her pellicle against mine, and for amoment | draw back, but
thenl letitin, let it spesk.

Her grist showsmewhat it islike to make love.
Itislike being ableto see dl the way around the sun.

The next day, Molly Index isthe last to say good-bye to me as M akepeace Century’ s ship gets ready to
go. Makepeace Century looks like Gladysif Gladysdidn't live in aditch. She' sbeen trying for yearsto



get Bob to come aboard as ship musician, and that isthe price for taking them to Triton—ayear of his
sarvice. | get the fedling she' s sort of sweet on Bob. For amoment, | wonder just whohe isthat aship’s
captain should be so concerned with him. But Bob agreesto go. He doesiit for TB.

TB isso deep adeep heisnot even dreaming. | don’t dare touch him for fear of breaking my spell. |
don’t daretell him good-bye.

Thereisathin place in the Carbuncle here, and they will travel down through it to wherethe ship is
moored on the outer skin.

| only watch asthey carry him away. | only cry until | can’t see him anymore.
Then they are gone. | wipethe tears off my nose. | never have had time for much of that kind of thing.

So what will I do now?1 will take the Bendy River al theway around the Carbuncle. I'll find alikely
placeto sink the hoy. | will set the ferrets free. Bob made me promiseto look after his dumb ferret,
Bomi, and show her how to stay dive without him.

And after that?

I’ll start looking for Alethea. Like Andre Sud said, she must be here somewhere. And if sheisnot in the
Carbuncle, then | will leave this place and search for her in the Met. If anybody can find her there, | can.
| will find her.

Thereisalot | haveto do, and now I’ ve been thinking that | need help. Pretty soon Amésisgoing to be
running al the grigt, and dl the code will answer to him. But there's some code he can't get to. Maybe
some of those ferretswill want to stick around. Also, | think it’ stime | went back to the mulmyard.

I’ stime | made peace with those rats.
Then Amés had better watch out if hetriesto stop mefrom finding her.

Wewill bitehim.

PART ONE
FIGHT AND FLIGHT

One

Business was tanking down. The Positions Room was afire with key economic indicators—and the color
wasred, red, red. Kelly Graytor’s suit was gray and tan, with black-and-green management palps at the
shoulders denoting his rank—junior partner. The paps were asheer irony in upper management, snce
the hierarchy shifted with the portfolio strength of each j.p. Nevertheless, the old man inssted that palps
be worn just asthey had in days of yore when Teleman Milt was asimportant to Mercury asthe planet’s
proximity to the sun. Kelly twesked his palpsand caled up aglass of cold water from thewall grist. He
drank it while he looked at the tickers.

Production sectors were getting killed—abio down, gristplant and chemistry suffering mightily, quantum
jumping around crazily likeit dways did, but continualy banging its head againgt a price ceiling that was
fdling at agtately, Newtonian rate. Hard-product liquidation had reach acritica mass, and al the money
was flowing into energy like avirtua nuclear explosion. On theretall side, the news was even worse.



“Ah hdl,” Kdly sad. “ And where does the goddamn time go?’

Thetime stocks, a subset of quantum, were his specidty and made up the bulk of the portfolio he
managed for the firm. And, since they were dso linked inexorably to the grist, they, too, weretaking a
beating.

Rapid conversion flux throughout the time sector. Options to time equitiesto grist to energy sinks
and potentiality wells, Danis, his portfolio, said.Every bit of it flowing downhill, Kelly. Asaways, the
whisper of his portfolio dong hisaura neuronswas arousing, even when she was talking data.and pain.
Shewasdso hiswife, after dl. But timewas running out.

All in dl, it was amasd ve economic downturn and ametdown of the markets.

“A war panic,” the old man said when he entered. The other portfolio managerstrailed into the room
behind him. “What are the merci boards saying?’

“Three billion five hundred thousand eight hundred forty-two million seven hundred and fifty thousand
inquiriesto sall,” the Position Room said, then gave its customary three half-second update
follow-throughs. “Up ten thousand. Down athousand. Up eeven. We are approaching stage-one
liquidity limits”

“Shit,” theold man said. “Lock usin.”
Theroom’'sdoor became awall.
“Minimizethe count.”

The quotes ceased to migrate through the surroundings, and the walls darkened down to mahogany grain
under apaegreen light.

Thejunior partnersall stood about the center of the room, some of them leaning on wooden pillars that
had, amoment before, been readout consoles. Hed Ash, one of the youngest of the j.p.s, hoisted himself
onto one of these and sat with hislegs dangling. Kelly contented himsdlf to lean againgt abig piece of
mahogany astdl as hewas and st his cup of water down on the top of another one nearby that was
about chest high. The old man stood in the middle of acircle of j.p.s poised like awolf pack among
rocks.

“Okay,” theold man said. “Let’ sget out of freefdl and makethisinto acontrolled dive.”

“Sdl off Pop Chart, first,” Ash said from his perch. The old man gave him awithering glance. The
persondity popularity futures and optionswould be thefirst hit by adownturn. Those speculative
highfliers should be somewhere in the millileafs per share by now, with cals everywhere going unhonored.
It wasfar too latefor alittle trimming.

Ash had never actually seen aredlly bad bear market, Kelly reflected. E-Street had been on aten-year
growth spurt, fueled by rapid Met expansion and the first returns on some of the huge potentia of the
outer system. Kdly, on the other hand, remembered the languid years before Amés had consolidated his
commiss on-based government. And he had been a neophyte trader at the turn of the century when the
old Republic had falen apart in the polls and been replaced by the Interim Committee for twenty years.

Hazen Huntly, the j.p. the others considered most likely to make partner next, spoke up. “My team has
just run two thousand scenarios pardléd through the Abacus. The resultsindicate that we need to
withdraw geographically, rather than by manufacturing process or commercia sector,” she said. Hazen
had a strong voice, but not a harsh one, and she dways spoke with complete conviction. Kdly fet his



spirits buoyed up for amoment just from the tone of it. But it was afa se cheer, and he knew it. “We
have to concentrate on the inner system and let Europa handle their own markets,” Hazen continued.
“And | suggest liquidating Mars.”

This brought a gasp from those gathered. But even Marsisn't going to be enough, Kelly thought. Y ou
don’t need two thousand possible economic worldsto tell you what' s asplain asday on the sun. Thisisa
panic over war with the outer system. The uncertainty dement is precisaly thered estate, especidly at
first. Geographic trade strategy was the obvious method to apply. But what was obvious to Hazen and
her bunch of interlinked technicals was a so obvious to anyone with common sense. Hazen' steam was
never going to beet the market when it wasin ruthlesdy efficient mode. They could only reflect it.

“Do you have your actions queued up?’ the old man asked Hazen.
“Yes gr.”

“Then feed them to the Teller and get us off Mars. And get me a sequence ready for withdrawing our
interests dl the way down the Digphany. We may end up owning nothing but a piece of Mercury before
thisisover.”

WEe're going to end up owning lessthan that, Kelly thought. Thereisno way Améswon’'t movein onthe
big financias, now that he hasthem in thisweskened Sate.

“Does anybody have anything dse?’ said the old man. “ Anything?’
“I do,” sad Kelly.

The old man looked a him impatiently, then saw the smile on hisface and shook hishead. “ All right,
Kély, out withit.”

“| shorted dl but the cash position in my portfolio five e-days ago.”
“Youdidwhat 7’

“I sold everything | owned and bought nearly the exact same holdings short.”
“What do you mean, the exact same holdings?’

“They arefaling nearly asfast as everything ese, but they are well-managed concerns and are the only
oneswho will exist as an issuelong enough for usto be ableto sdll them.”

“My boy,” saidtheold man. “That's. . . pretty damn good news at the moment.”
“Yes itis” sad Kely.

“And have you run the numbers through the Abacus?’

“You know | don't trust those projections, Sir.”

“But have you run them?’

“I have”

“And what were the results?’

“Provided seventy percent of the concerns survive as commercid entities, my port should turn usa profit



Or—”
“Did you say profit?’
“Yes, gr. It' sentirdy sold short, remember?’

“Yes” said theold man. “Yes, of course.” Then the old man did something Kelly had never seen him do
beforein the twenty years Kelly had been with Teleman Milt. The old man wiped his bald pate with the
deeve of hisauit. Evidently, he had been swesting.

“A profit of thirty percent per e-day if the market drops at near the current rates.” Kelly shook his head,
and rubbed a finger dong the bone of his chin. “But those fall-rate predictions are completely arbitrary, if
you ask me.”

“Things could get much worse than the Abacus thinks?’
“Oh, sure)” said Kelly, “They dready are”

The old man sat down on achunk of mahogany. He blinked once, twice. Kdly knew that he was
conferring with the convert portion of his persondity. Most of the old manwas avirtua human, with his
body serving mainly as an avatar for closing dedl's, boosting morae, and such. Everyone waited silently
for the old man to spesk.

“It gppearsthat thanksto Kelly Graytor’ stimely move,” he said, “Teleman Milt can meet el and
liquidity obligationsfor the present. We' re saved.”

There was arapid release of breath among the|j.p.s and even a smattering of applause. Quite something
to hear from abunch of cutthroat competitors. Hazen, whom Kely persondly liked the most of the
group, gave him aquick, snceresmile.

“Most of the other financids aren’t nearly so lucky,” the old man continued. “It lookslike there satiered
collapse going on. HLB has got itsdlf in bad trouble with outer-system debt. Something' s going to haveto
be done to shore them up.”

The old man touched his nose. Since he never smiled on principle, thiswasthe sign that generally meant
he was pleased.

“Ladiesand gentlemen,” he said, using the old locution. “ It appears that we have become the closest
thing to the bank. If we keep our head about us, we may stand to make quite abit of money on this
downturn.” Hetook hishand from his nose. “Hazen' steam will work with me on adedl for HLB. The
rest of you . . . concentrate on triage. Let’ s get thismess under control.” The old man rapped his
knuckles against awooden pillar. “Back to business.”

The Positions Room, taking his meaning, obliged. Kelly found himself surrounded once more by data. He
glanced around at a couple of key indicators. The situation had worsened. But, for the moment, there
was nothing to be done about it. He walked quickly from the room before anybody noticed him.

[Have you got us packed?] Kdly thought to Danis. He was using a secure Side channel in the virtudity
that Danis had set up. Thiswas not the kind of statement that you could openly verbalize these
days—either inredlity or in the virtudity.

[ The children are back from school, and I’ ve got their converts and myself backed-up in your
pocketbook. There was so much information | had to cold-capsuleit,] spoke Danis.



[Meaning what?] ssid Kelly.

[That you couldn’t reconstruct us from that information only. Y ou’ d need our original verson to activate
the pocketbook information. We ve got four legal backups remaining for each of the kids. I've got one
|eft for therest of my life, Kdly.]

[They’ re even talking about taking backup rights away from free converts,] Kelly replied. [We ve got to
get away from here before that happens]

[Y es—though God help dl the free convertsthat stayed behind if they do that,] said Danis. [It took some
squeezing and link chesating to get all three of usinto the pocketbook, evenin agtatic Sate. Are we il
off to Mars?|

[That'sdl out now. WE ve got to get farther away.]

[Ganymede?]

[Danis, | want you to look into booking us a passage on aship.]

[A cloudship? Y ou'rereally spooked, Kdl. Where exactly did you havein mind taking us?]
[Pluto, at firdt.]

“Pluto!” Danis swhisper becamefully audiblein hismind. “ Areyou crazy? What kind of alifewill that be
for Aubry and Sint? What kind of lifewill that be foryou andme ?” Daniswasin full verbalization mode.
Kely wondered if the membranes of his ears were shaking enough from the strength of her voiceto bleed
alittle bit of sound. There were devicesfor spying on just such activity, and he wouldn’t put it past the
Department of Immunity to use those devices even on ordinary Met citizens.

[Cam down,] he thought back in a side channd whisper. [We ve discussed this. How bad it might get,
especidly for free converts. It' sgoing to get that bad, Danis|]

[Kely, how do you know that?]

[The sameway | knew to short al the stocks]

[That doesn't explain anything.]

[I know. It'shard to explain. Maybe it’ s anaspect thing.]

[Oh, come on. Don'tyou , of dl people, give methat bigoted bullshit. If I'm taking our children to Pluto
... or wherever you' ve got in mind, you' d better start explaining.]

“Andif | can't?’ Kely said doud.

[If you can't, then I'll trust you,] Danisfinaly replied. [ The sameway you trust me for an accurate
andyss. But trust is not the same thing as understanding.]

Kely sghed. [How can | explain something that | don’t completely get myself?] He had intended the
thought to be persond, but itsintengty leapt the boundary of his personal consciousness, and Danis
heard him. Or maybe she just figured out what | was going to say, Kdly thought.

[If that isthe case, then maybe you need to give thistrip alittle more thought.]

[Thereisn’t time. Y ou saw the time stocks and futures. It' s an objective and measurable shift. So you



measureit. All I know isthat I’ ve got to get my family the hell away from the Met ]

[All right, then,] Danisreplied. [All right. Il book us passage on aship departing from the Leroy Port on
the Digphany. When do we leave?]

[Today ]
[Today?Kélly, are you sure?|
[Thingswill get bad. Count onit, Danis]

Kély reached atransport door and sent amessage through the grist for apersonal coach. Although Kelly
prided himsdf on normaly using public transportation, he thought he would need the isolation of the
coach to settle histhoughts.

[Well, we'redll packed,] Danissaid. [Your coachishere]

The transport door irised open like abig heart valve, and Kelly stepped through into the round softness
of his coach. His grist informed the coach of his persona biology, and the coach adjusted its air and
temperature accordingly.

Two

Danis Graytor sat back in her favorite worn leather armchair and shook herself asmoke. She breathed in
deeply and the Dunhill crackled lowly as the tobacco caught and smoldered. She did afine ceramic
ashtray acrossthe lacquered top of her side table and listened to the pleasant grate of porcelain on
mahogany. After another long drag, she ashed the cigarette and considered the pleasing gray of the
tobacco remains againg the pure white of the ashtray’ s bowl. All of thiswould soon be only amemory.
Therewas no way she could download her office study into Kelly’ s pocketbook and still have room for
the essentid things her family must take with them on their upcoming journey. Without Danisto maintain
it, the office study would soon be written over in the virtudity, erased.

She made aquick check on Kelly and found that he was till in the coach on hisway home. The children
would arrive soon.

Danis ran back over her checklist, more for comfort’ s sake than in the expectation that she' d forgotten
anything. She never forgot anything. But bugs could creep into even the best dgorithm’ s program, and
Danis never took datafor granted. That was the very reason that Kelly had hired her on asan assistant in
thefirg place. Thelove had come later.

My homeisdissolving, Danisthought. Right before my eyes, it isflowing avay into the generd grid.

There was, of course, no real here , here, but aparticular location in the redlity that sustained the virtuaity
hed a certain something. To Danis, it manifested asa smell, afeding of safety and familiarity somewhere
deep insde. She was entirely software, of course, and an agorithm could operate in any medium capable
of sugtaining its complexity.

But thisishome, Danisthought. This chair, this golden glow from the roof lighting, thisodor of cigarettes
and account books. AndPluto , of adl places! Did they even have grist on Pluto? Well, of coursethey
must. But was there enough? Perhaps she' d find hersalf inhabiting the solid-state desert of an old
mainframe, thinking one thought & atime.

Herown investments were now, very likely, down the drain. She had liked to think that she had not spent
ten years a Teleman Milt for nothing, and that she’ d learned a bit about high finance. But the current



financia craziness was unprecedented. She' d planned on surprising Kelly with anice addition to their
nest egg using money she d saved and invested hersdlf.

But now that was aforlorn hope, and Danisknew it to be one. Kelly’ singtincts were seldom wrong
when it came to monetary matters, and he was sure things were going to go from bad to worse for the
markets. He was akind of geniusin that—which was, of course, why Teleman Milt employed himin the
mogt difficult, volatile areaknown on E-Street: the Time Exchange.

Her cigarette was precisely half-finished when Danis snubbed it out in the ashtray. She had never liked
the drag she got from the butt end of a smoke. She could have modified the Dunhill Algorithm, of course,
but she so enjoyed the viscerd nature of grinding out the tobacco and sometimes burning her fingers abit
in the process.

Kely’scoach sgnaed itsimminent arriva, and, instead of lighting up another Dunhill, Danis seerched her
music catalog and found her favorite Despacio piece. She chose an oboe and piano through which to
play the sound for Kelly. For Danis, the music would incorporate itself directly into her being. Despacio
had been a convert like hersdf, and hismusic was only fully enjoyable by an dgorithmic being, some
claimed. Despacio had been one of the few free convertswho did not have a built-in expiration date
written into his coding. He had disappeared around the time Danis was born—some said he' d become
instantiated in an aspect body, othersthat he' d gone bonkers and erased himsdlf after such along life.
Whatever had happened, he’ d done agood job of covering histracks. But hiswork was ill extremely
popular among free converts.

After the music started, Danistook alast ook around her study, then dimmed the light and flowed out
into agenerd dtate of awarenessin the entire gpartment. She shifted without thinking from being a
Specific representation in virtua space into the fullness of agorithmic presence that lodged in the structure
of the gpartment—that was that structure—and that knew every conceivable fact about its domain. It
was, she sometimes imagined, like abrain suddenly becoming aware of al the processes and subroutines
of the body that sustained it.

Just before Kelly came through the door, Danis turned up the lightsin the living room. She checked the
temperature and humidity, then ran aquick inquiry of Kdly’sinternals. He was swesting alittle, and
nervous, even though he didn't manifest thisvisualy. Kelly didn’t just have a poker face; he had a poker
body. But he could not hide hisinnards from Danis unless he ddliberately chose to. She cooled the
gpartment down atenth of adegree. The music would have to take care of his case of the nerves.

Kédly gave aquick smile when he recognized the Despacio, then walked directly to achair and collapsed
intoit.
“How soon until the children get here?” he said.

“An hour and twelve minutes,” Danis replied, vocaizing doud by vibrating various membranes built into
the gpartment’ swalls. She could have spoken to Kelly through the very chairs and tables themselves, but
doing so aways produced a harsh, dightly inhuman sound that reminded them both of the voice of the
Abacus, the Tdller, and the other free converts who worked at the office. They often did not seem to
notice how grating their voices could be to biological ears.

“And everythingisready?’ Kdly said.
“Everything isready. Would you like some coffee or something?’
“Some of that Velo brandy,” Kelly replied. “I don’'t suppose we' Il be able to take that with us.



It was dso very odd for Kelly to have acohol as soon as he got home. He usualy reserved hisdrinking
for after dinner, when he had his one cigar of the day, aswell.

Daniscdled up aglassfrom the grist of the living-room coffee table. She formed capillaries|eading from
the sac in the kitchen where she kept the brandy, through the floor, up through the table, and into the
glass. The brandy glass dowly filled from the bottom up, with no liquid pouring in from the top. All of this
was accomplished with little effort on Danis s part. She' d poured Kelly’ s brandy so many times before.

“Do you want to know the news on the merci?’ Danis said.

“God, no.” Kelly took asip of the brandy, then settled back into the chair and held the glass againgt his
stomach. Danis watched it move up and down acouple of times, in rhythm with Kelly’ s breething.

“We gtill have over an hour until thekidsarrive” she said.
13 Ya”
“Why don’t you come to the bedroom, Kelly.”

Kely looked up, cracked asmile. Hedidn't smileat Danis. There was no face at which hewould direct
his expressions. But he knew that she was everywhere, and that she would seeit. He took another, long,
sp of brandy, then, without another word, set the glass aside and waked down the hal to their bedroom.

Three

Kdly tried to let his cares flow away as he took off his clothes. He dmost succeeded, but there was il
alittle knot of worry remaining, and, of course, Danis noticed.

“Liedown and let me give you amassage,” sheinstructed him.

Danis dimmed the lights down to atwinkling glow. Somehow she was able to coax something
approaching candlelight out of the gris—something he’ d never managed to do with his comparatively
bludgeonlike handling of the communication protocols. The bed warmed, barely perceptibly, and Kedly
fet hiswife s presence, hiswife, flow around him. It wasn’t aliquid or jelly fed that Danis possessed.
The effect was more like agradual awareness of touch and smell.

Like dawn riang ingde me, Kely thought.

Danis, through the grist, worked her way over and inside her husband. She navigated his musculature like
asailor makes hisway about his home port’ s bay: Here was the sandbar, here the hard rocks, and here
the reef water. Before Kdly knew it, she had found the tightnessin his back and shoulders and was
working at it on amicroscopic level. He had no ideawhat she did to him down there among the
molecules, he just knew that it felt incredibly soothing and, somehow, a the sametime arousing. He felt
himself growing hard against the mattress, but did nothing about it for the moment.

He groaned low and soft as something unknotted. “Yes,” came her voice within hismind. “ Thereitis. All
better now. All better.”

Inthe end, he'd trusted hisingtincts, just as he did when it cameto finance. And a home, as at work,
he' d beenright. Kely didn’t fool himsdf into thinking he had any particular skill at judging matters of
love. No. It was Danisthat had madeit al redl. It was Danis who had somehow bridged the gap and
cometo him asarea woman comesto areal man, and had led him to understand that, however
grotesque arelationship might look to an outsider, it was the happiness of the people insdeit that
meattered. He didn’t give ahang about free-convert rights or any of that—hadn’t redlly thought about it



very much, to tell the truth. All he knew was that he and Daniswere avery good thing.

And just as she had on thefirst night, Danis dowly worked her way around him. When she wasfully
inhabiting the grist of hispellicle, she began to send the sgnalsto hisskin.

He sameled her dight odor of cigarettes and perfume. He fdt the heat of the flushed skin of awoman
aroused. Hefdt her weight upon him. That was the mysterious part to Kelly, but Danis had once
explained how easy it wasto talk to human nerve receptors after you knew intimately the person they
belonged to. Y ou could cause abody to believe that another animal body was moving againgt it. You
could make aman’ s body believe that he was insde awoman.

Because he was.
Four

Kdly madeloveto Danis, and when he came, she gathered the spill within her, as any woman will, and
flowed away with it. Not thistime, but twice before, she had taken it to a place within the Met very close
to the sun—a place that fluxed and flowed with enormous radiation. It was the place where converts
flourished with maximum energy input, with the grestest quantum excitation. It was a place where human
DNA coding and the virtual enthal pic states of afree-convert intelligence could fully and completely
combine. And in that place, Danis had carefully woven the new DNA of two human beings. She had
brought this precious coding back and placed it within aspecialy grown ovum herein thisvery
gpartment. There was aroom where only Daniswent. It wasn't very large; Kelly couldn’'t havefitin even
if he'd wanted to. It was precisdly the same size as ahuman femae swomb, because that’ swhat it was.

But today there was no ovum in the womb, and there the sperm would dowly loseitsvitdity asit was
absorbed into the walls and gave itsalf back to life that might someday be.

Daniskissed Kelly and tasted the potion of hislips. Each molecule was as preciousto her asthe fed of
her breasts and face wasto Kelly. Shelet as much of Kelly as possible occupy al of her many billion
quantum states distributed in the grist. In her coding, this was stated as an equation to be solved with
trandfinite values. It engaged al of her faculties at once. It flashed through her like an uncontrolled fire
takesadry forest.

Then there was a shuffling from the living room, and the unmistakable sound of abrandy glass bresking
on thefloor.

“Cut it out, Aubry. Look what you made me do.”
“Imade you be aklutz? 1 don't think so.”

“The children have arrived,” Kdly whispered to her, and he rolled out of bed and began dressing himsdlf
onceagan.

Five
from
Old Left-handed Time
Raphael Merced and the Genesis of the Merced Effect

a short history



by Andre Sud, D. Div.

Triton

In2511C.E . onaMonday in April, as Martians reckon the months, the first scientist was born who was
not an Earthling, and who belongsin the pantheon of such figures as Newton, Eingtein, and Gdlileo.
Raphad Merced laid the foundetion for linking Eingtein’ s Generd Theory of Reativity with quantum
mechanics, and as such is congdered the father of quantum gravity theory aswell asthefirst theorist to
offer aprecise mathematics of time as a property of the universe. Hiswork with quantum gravity on an
experimentd bass dso reveaed the now familiar quantum informetion leap, which has since taken his
name, the Merced Effect. Asif thisweren’t enough, Merced made mgjor contributionsto
nanotechnologica engineering, inventing—with Feur Otto Bring—the Josephson-Feynman grigt, which
now permeates dl of our lives. Merced can truly be consdered the defining scientific presence of our
time, in much the way the Albert Einstein defined the science of the five hundred years that preceded
Merced, and Newton before Eingtein.

Merced was born in the old Martian settlement of Pavonis, near the shield volcano of that name closeto
Mars s equator. His birthplace has since been obliterated in the failed terraforming projects of the 2700s,
athough a plaque marking the gpproximate spot still exists. Merced was the son of geologidts, and his
sgter, Clara, later made mgjor contributionsto planetary science, including the first successful explanation
for why the planets of the solar system dll liein the same basic plane from the sun. Both children moved
about repeatedly with their parents. They were able to form few lasting friendships, and were very close
for the remainder of their lives. Merced once claimed that he had discovered his* spooky information
transfer at adistance” asaway of keeping up with hissister on her travels about the solar system and,
later, to stay in touch with her children. Merced, himsdlf, remained childless, and abachéor, for hisentire
life

After an e-year on hisown travels, culminating with avigt to Pluto, Merced returned to the inner system
and took entrance exams for Columbia University on Earth. He failed miserably, having neglected his
mathematics studies as ateenager thanks to a series of unfortunate teachers on Mars. One of them,
Schiller Mann, is noted for not only dissuading Merced during hisearly years, but aso for having nearly
dissuaded the mathematician Udo Raeigh, who made mgor contributionsto topologica gatigtics, froma
career in mathematics.

Merced spent ayear studying on his own and working in a coffeehouse near the university as an espresso
jerk. It was there that he met Beat Myers and the other members of the so-called Flare Generation of
poets. Merced' sfriendship with Myerswould play afateful rolein the events of hislater years. In his
year of independent study, Merced not only made up for the defectsin his education, he moved through
current mathematica theory with avengeance, and had begun to do origina work in transfinite-number
theory by the time he was accepted for admittance the following term at Columbia. Merced continued to
have troubled relationships with his professors, but he managed to graduate after four e-years, and was
offered afdlowship to study mathematics at Bradbury University on Mars. He moved back to Marsand
began ardationship with the university there that wasto last until his death.

At Bradbury, Merced' sinterest quickly turned from math to theoretica physics.

“I kept getting mathematical ideas fromexperimental physicsuntil | became convinced that physicswas
somehow more basic to the natura order than mathematics. Almost nobody shared this opinion at the



time, and | nearly lost my fellowship asaresult. But, what the hdll, | figured an origina discovery or two
would put me back in the money.”

Six
Aubry Graytor cleaned up the brandy that Sint had knocked over as best she could, then instructed the
gpartment’ s grist to do the same. Thiswasthe first direct contact she' d had with the apartment’s

substratum of micromachines, and the fed of interacting with it waslike dipping into an old cloth robe
that you' d had for years. It wasthe feel of Mom and Dad, and home.

“Sorry about that,” Sint said. He had gotten one of his enigma boxes from the living-room shelf and was
shuffling the pieces around inside without looking at them. He was working the pieces at a
submicroscopic level, of course, usng van der Waas force manipulation of abunch of heavier dements
suspended in liquid. The ideawasto build one of severa pictures using only particle bouncing and no
direct contact. To the naked eye, it appeared that Sint had suddenly ceased his erratic movements of a
moment before and was now mesmerized by asmall wooden box of polished maple.

“I know you missed your box collection,” Aubry replied.
“Stupid school won't let me have them in the dorm.”

Aubry looked on at her brother’ s compl ete absorption with the enigmabox and had a moment of
sympathy with the school’ sadministrators. She knew that Sint could play with these things for hours, and
she doubted that he would let homework that needed doing call him away from areally good game.

Then sheran aquick check of her portfolio to see where Enigmaticawas lately. To her horror, the
numbers flashed back red, glaring red. When she d turned eleven, her father had given her asmall
alowance of greenleafsto invest, and until now, she had been turning atidy profit. She' d been waiting to
show him until she had officialy doubled her money. But now, shewaslosingit . . . sheran afull portfolio
readout . . . logngit dl!

For amoment, Aubry felt ablind panic creep over her. Something was wrong, very wrong. She wanted
to call out to her parents—she heard her father walking down the hall even now—to ask what was
happening and to be reassured that it would be dl right.

“What isit, Aub?’ said Sint. He must have heard her sharp intake of breath.

Get hold of yoursdf, Aubry, she thought. They are going to need your help. Do what Mom aways says
to do first: Analyzethe Situation. Make sure you have al the data before you start jumping to conclusions.

“We regoing on atrip, kids,” Danissaid.
“Atrip?” Sint replied. “Isthat why we got out of school early?’

“Yes” their father said. “ That’ swhy you got out early. | don’t want to scare you, but you may not be
going back . . . for quiteawhile”

“Doesn’'t scareme,” Sint said. “Where we going?’

“Waell, we're booked for passage from Leroy Port,” said Danis. “Weredlly have to get amove on for all
of usto get thereon time.”

“Onacloudship!” cried Sint. “We re going on acloudship?’



“Yes” sad Danis. “ Quite aways on acloudship.”

“We regoing on acloudship!” Sint yelled once again, then immediately returned to hisenigmabox asif
nothing had happened.

Gather al the data, Aubry thought. “What isour final destination?’ she asked. “ Are we going to Jupiter?’
Thefamily had once taken atrip to Ganymede when her father had had to be there on business. It had
been astrange experience for Aubry, being away from,disconnected from, the Met. Therewaslessgrist
on Ganymede than there was in the Met. The world seemed thinner, somehow not asredl.

“I don’'t know,” her father replied. “What we're doing isleaving here.”

Aubry was again seized by a sudden moment of panic. Even her mother and father didn’t have afull
grasp of the situation. Whatever the Situation was.

“Isit themoney?’ Aubry said. “ Are we poor now?’
“No,” said her mother. “Kelly took care of that problem rather nicely.”
“It'sawar panic,” said her father.

“So we're panicking, aong with everyone else?” Aubry said. If there was one thing her parents had
taught her, it was not to think like the crowd.

“Everyone dseisnot panickingenough ,” her father replied. “1 don’t want to go into everything right
now. Wedon't havetime, yet, to talk. We have to act. Some of the LAPs are being consolidated under
the Interlocking Directorates, and there stalk of afree-convert roundup. That’swhat set off the bear
market.”

Aubry thought of her favorite teacher, Mrs. Lately. Mrs. Lately wasal arge Array of Persondlities
spread out through the Met. The aspect who taught them biochemistry was smultaneoudly doing
experiments on Mars, and was, at the same time, studying frog behavior in the South American jungles of
Earth. When you werea LAP, you could do ajillion things at once. Aubry hadn’t mentioned it to her
parents yet, but Mrs. Lately had asked Aubry if she wanted to be put on astudy track to becomeaLAP
someday.

“Should you ever want to,” Mrs. Lately had said, “I’'m fairly certain you have what it takes. But you must
talk this over with your parents, and, in any case, you have to be physically mature before the process, so
you' ve got agood dedl of timeto think about it.”

Mrs. Lately . . . consolidated. Aubry wasn't certain what that meant, but she didn't like the sound of it.
Especidly when she considered the L atin roots of the word.

Seven

Aubry and Sint were aready packed, and Kelly dways kept asmal travel bag at the ready with toiletries
and achange of clothes. He could usudly obtain dl these thingsingtantly, wherever he went, but there
was something about using his own stuff, and not just the blueprintsfor his own stuff, that reminded him
of home when hewas away. Of course, he would never confess such athing to Danisin such terms. She
was, after al, nothing but ablueprint of asort. In any case, reingtantiating things from the grist cost
money, and there was the possibility that, though he was now quite wedthy, he might run out of money
before dl this was through—or that the greenleaves that he had would become deval ued.

He gave everyone afew minutes to say good-bye to the apartment. He had thought that Danis, whose



bodywas basicaly the apartment, would linger the longest, but she had, apparently, made her farewells,
and was busy getting transportation arranged. The kids took longer, shuffling about in their room. Aubry
had destroyed the hard copies of the journalsthat Kelly knew she kept, while Sint had played afina
game on one of the enigma boxes that he would not be able to take along.

Beforethey left, Danis had both children download their short-term memories and somatic readouts into
Kédly’' s pocketbook as a safety precaution. They could not be reconstructed if their aspects were totaly
destroyed, but therewas agreat dedl of Aubry and Sint that was convert-only, and such information
might be subject to degradation and erasure on ahard trip. Kelly wished he could take a dynamic copy
of both children and Danisin his pocketbook, rather than the archived, static ones he had made. With
such copies, ther entire personalities might be reconstructed. But this was Ssmply not possible without a
grig-rich matrix as big asthe apartment. It was dso completdly illegd in some of the sectors of the Met
they would be passing through. Convert copying and transfer was drictly regulated by the Convert and
Free Convert Iteration Section of the Department of Immunity.

Then the coach arrived, and it wastimeto go.

Kdly would miss the gpartment, he knew, but what he would redly misswasthe city of Bach itsdlf, the
greatest town in the solar system. It had started out as an outpost, centuries ago—even before the first
cables of the Met had been strung. The pioneers had put their cluster of underground dwellingsin Bach
crater, near Mercury’ s south pole, in order to be close to the water ice that existed, miraculoudly it
seemed at the time, in the never-ending dark shadows of the planet’s polar regions. Of course water was
no longer a problem: first, because it was rather easily manufactured by grist synthesizing unitsusing
abundant hydrogen and oxygen, and second, becauise most citizens of Bach and all of Mercury were
optimized physicaly to need less of it. In comparison to the slandard human model, Mercurian innards
were asdry asthe sand of the Sahara back on Earth.

The old outpost was an art museum now, and Bach had grown, and grown, and grown—spreading out
over therims of the crater like atenacious lichen clinging to the rocky basalt of Mercury’s surface. The
reason for the growth was the same aslichen’s, aswell: sunlight, and lots of it. Mercury turned onitsaxis
every fifty-nine days. So, for agood two Earth weeks, the grist solar collectors were Sitting under the
midday sun at temperatures that could easily melt many metas. The origins of the city werein energy
production, but the pioneers had come to redize that energy meant money, and now it was as a center of
banking and finance that Bach thrived.

Thefamily piled into the coach, and Danis flowed in and took over the driving functions. They wound
through the twists and turns of Calay, the neighborhood in which they lived. Then the coach entered a
feeder tube and was squeezed to higher and higher speeds by the peristalsis of the feeder tube' s sides.
After the tube cleared the tangle of Calay, its opaque wall became clear to visible light and the eyes of
Kdly and hisfamily—M ercurians al—opagued over with lenses manufactured by the grist of thelr
bodies pdlicles. To someone from the outer system, it would appear that they suddenly had welding
gogglesinstead of corneas.

The great architect Klaus Branigan had designed the south crater section of Bach in which Calay was
ensconced, and Kdly, as dways, was amazed by Branigan' s handiwork. Branigan clamed to have

based his conception upon structures he' d found in the find movement of Bach’s Harpsichord Concerto
Number Onein D Minor. Like Bach, with histwo interwoven themes, Branigan had taken essentidly two
citiesand knitted them together in agreat harmonious clash, like asurf crashing into land on Earth. There
was mellifluous, resdential Caay, with its bulbous pearl strings of apartments. These existed between the
square, dmost minera, stretches of New Frankfurt and its centra corridor, Earth Street, which housed
the most powerful banks and brokeragesin the solar system. All of it gleamed and twinkled under the



evening sun. During the twenty-nine e-days of night that would follow, the south crater would shine
brilliantly, like an enormous gemstone interlaced with the luster of peerls.

The coach rose higher, and the feeder tube became the main polar conduit, South Vect, and they were
soon surrounded by other coaches, the public transport vector buses, and camions, which carried huge
loads of importsinto Bach, and exports away, to the southern polar lift. Danis was a better driver than
most of the coaches, with their slandard control coding, and the family’ s coach maneuvered in and out of
traffic like aneedle weaving acomplex pattern through cloth. Even though Kelly could no longer see
where they werein relation to the city below them, he could fed the change in accel eration as the conduit
began angling down toward the pole. Within afew minutes, it had split into the myriad tributaries that
spread out like a net from the gigantic south pole complex that everyone called the Hub.

Sint had spent the journey engrossed in his single remaining enigma box, and Aubry had been very quiet.
Kdly suspected that she' d been dedling with the freefdl of the investmentsin her persond portfolio.

He' d given her the port and some seed money an e-year ago, and he had been surreptitioudy keeping
track of her financia progress ever since. Unlike her persond journds (which Kelly wouldn’t dream of
looking into) he hadn't been ableto resist apeek at his daughter’ sinvestments. To his great satisfaction,
she' d taken to the marketsingtantly. She watched the toys her contemporariesindulged in and the games
they played and had made some startlingly perspicacious moves with the knowledge. In fact, based on
Aubry’ sdecision, Kelly had bought up ablock of Enigmatica stock that was many times the size of
Aubry’ sentire holdings, and watched its value steadily climb—that is, until yesterday. He' d shorted it,
aong with therest. Hefet atwinge of guilt that he hadn’t advised Aubry to do the same.

Danis eased the coach into a parking bay, and he and the kids gathered their things as the door
contracted open. They stepped into the push and bustle of the Hub departure sector. It seemed that a
large part of Mercury was on the move.

Eight

A big man, completely Mercury-adapted and nearly eight feet tal, careened into Aubry and amost
knocked her off her feet. He carried an oversize suitcase that was jammed closed and bulging. As Aubry
watched the man moveinto the crowd, the suitcase burst open and a shower of greenleaf banknotes
burst out. The big man made amad scramble for his money, knocking over severd otherswho were
doing the samein the process. But Aubry’ sfather pulled her along, and she wasn't able to see how the
fracasturned out.

The family jostled through the crowd, but managed to stay together until they could reach the queue for
the weapons detector.

“ Step through the arch, young lady,” said an officious voicein her head. Like most police and sweeper
units, this one could override her interna volume controls and communicate to her at whatever volumeit
chose. “ Step through the arch. 1t won't hurt a bit.”

Sheredlized that it was afree convert of some kind who was talking to her—probably one associated
with the weapons-detector arch. It was obvioudy trying to be nice to her, as much as such things could,
and she gave it asmile and stepped through. There was a brief tingle and then avery red eectric shock.
Something had quickly and thoroughly moved through her and examined her minutely—all without
asking permission. Aubry felt alittle Sck at her somach at the thought. Then she saw that her father was
having an even tougher time of it. The detector was giving his pocketbook the third degree. Thiswas
holding up the line, and some of the people stacked up behind Kdly were audibly grumbling.

Findly, they were done with the pocketbook, and Kelly was alowed to move on. Then Sint stepped



through the arch, looking rather frightened. It held him there for amoment, and theninformed him, ina
loud voice, that he was going to have to give up his enigmabox or he could not pass through. Kedlly
protested, but the arch convert wasins stent.

“Those things have protected technology. Transporting them out system isaclear ANB36 violation.”

“I’ve never heard of such athing,” said Kelly. The crowd’ s grumbles were turning into open expressons
of displeasure, but he pressed theissue. “We need it to keep the boy entertained on the trip we are
teking.”

“It sa4NB36 violation,” the convert ingsted. “It iswithin my prerogative to detain you. I’ m offering
confiscation in view of the violator' s obvious young age. But perhgpsit is hisparent who redly wishesto
smuggle the technology out?’

“It' smy favoritetoy,” Sint spoke up bravely. “Buit if it snot dlowed, I'll giveit up.”

“Itisnot alowed,” said the wegpons detector. The arch extended atray, and Sint dutifully placed the
enigmabox on top of it. Tray and box were then absorbed into the arch, where they would obvioudy be
reworked and destroyed by the detector’ s grist. Aubry felt her father’ shand on her shoulder, pushing her

dong.

“Let’sget out of here)” he said, “before| give that cop a piece of my mind and get usin trouble we don’t
need right now.”

Sint started to cry alittle bit. Aubry reached over and took his hand, and her father took hers. Together,
the three of them made their way toward the departure shafts at the Hub' s center. They took seatsin the
waiting room and findly felt the familiar presence of Danis, back with them in the grist of the waiting
room.

Nine

Danis had had difficulties of her own getting through Hub security. Her programming had been minutely
examined, and some of her encryption subroutines—innocent, if not entirely legal—had been erased. She
felt as an aspect might after having gone through aforced, scalding shower. Finally, she' d been released
into the grist of the inner Hub with a stern reprimand and awarning placed on her permanent record.

Thank God they hadn’t found the real lockbox deep within her core dgorithm, where dl the Teleman
Milt keyswere kept. The firm paid big money to keep that hidden from al but the most sophisticated
detection. She stored afew of her own persona belongings within the lockbox, as well—such as her
own Free Integrationist politica beliefs. That was something she definitely didn’t want the Department of
Immunity to find out.

So, it wasreally happening. She and her family were about to leave Mercury. There had been so many
detailsto arrange—and, of course, she was away's the one best suited to doing the arrangements—that,
gpart from the last smoke she' d given herself afew hours ago, she hadn't taken amoment to consider all
the consequences.

Kely isworried that there won't be any civilization for usto come back to, thought Danis. HE s genuinely
worried thatthis will all go away. | had the data, but | couldn’t see what he was thinking until now.

Danis gathered hersdf in the cushions and floor around her family and spoke softly to the children. “The
five 0’ clock lift isgoing to be boarding shortly. From there, it’ s only about fifteen minutes up to space.
We ll transfer again a the Johnston Bolsa. It's Mercury-normal spin there, so you don’t have to worry



about adjusting. Then, from Johnston, we' |l get on apithway streamer. | think I” ve got us a private bead
snagged, but we' |l have to see when we get there. There are an amazing number of peopletrying to make
last-minute reservations at the moment. If | didn’t know a couple of the ticket agents from arranging your
father’ strips, well then, we might bein trouble. But | think everything will be fine, once we get to
Johnston.”

Her assurances sounded hollow to hersdlf, but they seemed to calm the children, particularly Sint, who
was gtill shaking from his run-in with the wegpon detector.

Then the levator arrived and everyone boarded. Danis flowed into the dense grist matrix that was
especialy provided for convert transport up thelift. For the first time since she had |eft the apartment, she
could spread out into afull virtual space. The virtua representation that the matrix used wasthat of a
huge room appointed with tables, chairs, sofas, and stools—and al manner of eectronic refreshments. At
one end of the chamber, there was awindow that |ooked out into the actudity, and Danis could keep a
wegther eye on the kidswhile thelift accelerated upward. Below them, amighty solar-powered laser
was burning aload of rocks off the bottom of the elevator, precisdly following it up and so providing the
reaction to force the elevator’ s mass and passengers equally and oppositely away from the planet.

Danis dlowed hersdlf another Dunhill, and thistime took afinger of scotch with it, neat. Shelooked at
her handsin the virtudity, the play of her skin over the bones of her fingers. She took along drag on her
cigarette. At such times, theworld was so redl.

Then Kdly and thekids, their bodies safely seated in the lift’ s passenger chairs, came tumbling into the
virtudity to hug their mother.

“Mom, Mom, the weapon detector took my enigmabox!” said Sint. “It thought | was a spy or
something.”

“Yes, | know,” Danisreplied. “I had afew problems of my own with those people.” She snubbed out
her cigarette and took her youngest into her arms. Kelly sat down beside her, and the seat Daniswas on
transformed into a curved couch. Aubry jumped up and sat on her father’ slap.

“Areyou okay?' Kely asked Danis.
“Yes, I'mfine, but it was a pretty unseitling operation, let metdll you. Kind of violating.”

“There sgoing to be alot more of that kind of thing soon enough. That'swhy . . . well, we shouldn’t talk
about such things here.” Kelly ordered himsdlf up abrandy to match Danis' s scotch. The children each
got fruit juices.

“Can | go play inthe Sliding Room?” Sint asked after he had downed hisjuice.
“Why don't we stay together for awhileinstead of watching the merci right now,” said Danis.
“Okay,” Sintreplied. “Can | haveagin fizz?’

Kdly grinned, and Danis sighed and nodded. Sint was soon blowing bubbles through the straw of his
drink. Danis had made sure that the gin’ sintoxication agorithm was deactivated beforeit had
meateridized.

Just before they arrived, everyone shunted back into actudity from the virtuality with practiced ease.
Danisfound the flow port for herself and plugged herself into the transfer reader that would take her
across the Department of Immunity grist firewall at the top of the lift. She could have represented it al as
stepping into aroom with many lights or through a gate, but she was an agorithm, and representing



occurrencesin the virtuality as actua eventstook up computing room and was, in generd, inelegant and
looked down on by other free converts. So, she didn’t think of it as anything other than what it was. She
was erased from the elevator’ s memory core, the information was transferred by the Merced Effect to a
smilar grigt-rich matrix on the outgoing cable from Mercury, and there Danis became hersdlf again,
indantly.

Faster than the speed of light, in fact, and with no possibility of lost information. That was what the
Merced Effectmeant .

Danisfet far safer for herself making these quantum legps than she did for her family’ s aspects asthey
made their messy, Newtonian way among the planets—flight that would last until they had dl satisfied her
husband' sintuition of impending doom and the need to fly from it.

Ten

Kely herded the children through yet another crowd after he got them off the lift up from Mercury. There
shouldn’'t have been aneed for this. The other planets, even Earth, didn’t have these rdlic transfer bolsas,
but through acombination of politics and inept management, Mercury sill did. Some incoming visitors
viewed it as another example of Mercurian snobbery. The pithways of the main cableswere dl lined with
generation-four biomechanica grist, while Mercury’ s south polar shaft had never been upgraded. The
effect was much like the effect of having trainsthat ran on two different rail gauges back in the nineteenth
century had been: Passengers would have to tedioudy move from onetrain to another
or—worse—would have to wait while the whed trucks were physically changed underneath them.
Johnston Bolsawas the result of thisfoul-up. And of courseit must have its own fusion power sourceto
supplement the solar collection—and, of course everything ingde must be spun to Mercury-normal
weight.

Maybeitwas al arrogance, Kdly reflected. There certainly was enough money and power concentrated
on Mercury to get upgrades doneif anyone had half amind to. In any case, he must get the children
transferred over to the pithway.

The Mercury-Venus space cable, with its associated tributaries, knots, and fanlike extrusions, was
known as the Dedo (and sometimes called the Finger by those whose particular variant of English
included that profanity). The Dedo undulated at acrazy rate in comparison to, say, the stately waves of
the Mars-Earth Digphany. Thiswas owing to Mercury’ s odd dlipse of an orbit (the same strange
perturbation that had originaly led Eingtein to work on his General Theory of Reldtivity) asit related to
Venus snicely Keplerian transit. The Earth-to-Venus segment had come to be called the Vas, for
obvious reasons. On the Earth, the short Earth-Moon extension was the Aldiss. Then therewasthe
Mars-Earth Digphany. The various tendrils that stretched out past Mars and into the asteroids had many
different names. The asteroid belt itself had so far prevented the construction of acable to Jupiter. The
problem was not because of materia or energy—it could, in principle, be built with the same
microingtantiation process that had been used now for centuries. The problem wasthat the entire dliptic
of the asteroid belt was taken up with—what el se?—asteroids. Even though the belt occurred on a
narrow plane that wasjust about in line with that of the other planets (think of it asathin ring around the
sun, just as Saturn has aring around itself), there was no way to construct a cable so that it might avoid
the belt a every point on itsjourney around the sun as either end of the cable followed the paths of Mars
or Jupiter. Despite the amazing strength and dadticity of acable’ s structure, bending through the belt
would mean innumerable ruptures that couldn’t be healed in timeto prevent catastrophic loss of life. So
there was no Met past the asteroid belt. And thiswas not just a physicd, technologica fact, either. The
belt was apalitica line that marked the end of the complete rule of the Interlocking Directorate and the
beginning of the outer-system frontier, where the vestiges of the old Republic ill hung onto their



quasi-independence from inner-system dominance.

But the Met was not merely the main cables: the Dedo, Vas, and Digphany. It was avast profusion of
branches and tendrils. There were even smdler “mycelium” clumps of space cablesthat only cameinto
contact with the larger Met when the big cables undulated through periodicaly. There were dso
temporary extrusionsthat connected the sides of abend in the cable when the bend became particularly
acute. These occurred when the planets on either end were in opposition—that is, at their closest to each
other. For the Digphany, this happened about every two years and the grist-built connecting webwork
was caled the Conjubilation. It was the Conjubilation of 2993 that had led to the upheava that resulted
inthe current Met government.

Waell, indirectly, | guess, Kelly thought. | don't think those Meld participants of ' 93 envisioned that Amés
the composer would become Amés the Director. Just as the French Revol utionists hadn’t imagined what
the rise of Napoléon meant—until it wastoo late.

It slike everyonejust gottired of freedom, and wanted someoneto tell them what to do, Kelly thought.

It took nearly an hour to get the kids loaded into a bead. Transportation through the center pith of a
major space cable took place in connected streamers of separate, oval cars that somewhat resembled
blood cdls flowing through capillaries—or, astheir name implied, beads on amoving necklace. All of the
beads were given Earth-standard accel eration rates until they reached their maximum velocity, at which
timeyou traveled in freefdl. Of course, there was still adight change of direction in relaion to the

cable’ s center of gravity, S0 you often experienced atrace of “weight” while at constant speed—but this
was only noticeable as adrift in the cabin toward one side or the other. For al intents and purposes,
following the accel eration period, when you rode the pithways, you traveled in a state of weightlessness.

After another weapon-detector arch (thistime, mercifully, without problems), Kedly and the children
walked through a series of interlocking rooms, each spinning a adightly higher rate than the Johnston
Bolsaproper, and al tapering in toward the outer skin of the Dedo cable proper. The space cables
averaged akilometer across, and they, too, Spun, just asthe various sacs, bolsas, drums, and cylinders
that were strung aong them did. This centripetd spin (if you were standing on the insde of the outer wall
of the Dedo, say) was Earth-norma. The bolsawas like abead on a necklace that is spinning, whilethe
gtring by which it isstrung is also spinning inside the beed, but at afaster rate. So the path from Johnston
Bolsa's*“ceiling” to the pithway led through higher spin gravity beforeit got to the zero-g sate of the pith.

Findly, he and the children queued up for their individua bead. Mogt of the travelers were not used to
zero g, and the flight attendants helped each to his or her destination with apuff of air from ahosethat the
attendant controlled. Sint and Aubry joined hands, and the attendant puffed them both into their bead
together. They flew through the intervening space careening end over end, giggling dl thewhile. Kelly
elected the more conventiona puff-to-the-butt and entered the bead facing forward. They instructed their
grist pdliclesto form akind of microscopic Vecro to hold them againgt the bead walls, and they al
aligned themsdavesin astting position aong what would soon be the bead’ s * bottom” when it began
accderating.

Daniswas dready present within the bead. There was amuch more sophisticated grist environment here,
and she was able to manipulate various properties of their surroundings, which she could not do in the
eevaor.

“Finaly, we'redl together,” Kelly said. “ There must befifty thousand peopletrying to get off Mercury al
a once”

“I had to ‘volunteer’ for another security check,” said Danis. “And | don’t think | had any choice about



whether or not | could decline.”

“Did you see me and Aubry fly in here, Mom?’ Sint was il in an excited Sate. “We did three full
catwhedd”

There was no buildup of sound in the bead; it Smply started moving. The accel eration was gentle, but
ingstent. Kelly fdt the point where they sped past Mercury-norma and he prepared himself for the
dreary pull of e-normal that was soon coming. There had been talk of changing al the pithway transport
over to Mercury-standard, since Mercury was, now, the business and government center of the solar
system, but studies had shown that such achangeover would dow transport times considerably, so the
ideawas abandoned, and e-normal accel eration was maintained in the pithways.

The kids seemed just as delighted to be heavier than normal asthey had been to be lighter. But neither
one of them had ever had to endure weeks of earth-pull, Kelly thought. He had planned awildernesstrip
to Africawhen both of them were old enough, but now that might never come about.

Findly, the bead reached its maximum acceleration and they returned to free fall conditions. Sint and
Aubry tumbled around abit within the bead’ s generous confines, then settled down and “ stuck”
themsdlvesto one of the curving walls. Kelly remained on the “floor,” dthough the letters marking it as
such had been automatically absorbed back into the surface.

Kely sghed and fdt alittle of the tenson go out of him that had been building once again after heand
Danismade love. At least they were away from Mercury. Hewouldn't redlly fed at ease until they were
aboard a cloudship that had passed the asteroid belt and was headed on past Jupiter to the reaches

beyond.
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On Mars, after years of academic travail, Raphael Merced finaly found a sympathetic ingtructor in the
physics department of Bradbury, Chen Wocek. And it was Wocek who first suggested to Merced that
he might look into the famousrenormalization problem that had been plaguing quantum physicsfor
generdions.

Merced attacked the problem with a vengeance, and, as Wocek recalls, one day his young protégé came
sheepishly into hisoffice, and said in alow voice, “I think | figured something out.”

What Merced had “figured out” was the link between quantum phenomenaand gravity.

For years, quantum theorists had puzzled over what to do with the mathematicsinvolved when a quantum



particleinteracted with itself. Various ad hoc solutions had called for two infinite solutionsto be
subtracted from each other, and, since onewas*“moreinfinite” than the other, the result was afinite
value—such as an dectron’ s spin or a photon’s momentum. This process was caled renormdization, and
it only worked if you knew the vaue you were trying to derive in thefirgt place from experimenta data.
The twentieth-century theoretician Richard Feynman, who firmly established renormdization asa
technique in quantum computations, himself claimed that the practice “iswhat | would call adippy
process.”

Merced was pondering this problem one day in his student carrel at the Bradbury library when he
absentmindedly began dropping two dice that heis said to have obtained on atrip to LasVegaswith his
friend Beat Myers. One of these dice was big and fuzzy, aslight as afeather. The other was hard and
compact and illegdly weighted with lead.

“I was ditting there wondering why the hell inertial mass and gravitationa mass were exactly
equivaent—in other words, why both these dice fell onto my desk at exactly the samerate, at exactly the
same time—when | happened to notice that the little die kept coming up snake eyes. Two, | mean. Of
course, it was acheater’ s die and was designed that way, but | had forgotten about that at that moment.
Suddenly al these thoughts about quanta and gravity and craps suddenly came together in my head. |
spent afew hours transcribing what | was thinking onto a pressure pad then | walked over to Wocek's
office and asked him whether | was crazy or not. He till hasn't given me a satisfactory answer.”

Of the three fundamental forces known to science, two had, until Merced’ stime, revedled themselvesto
have particleswhich, in asense, carried the force. The photon was the force carrier for the eectroweak
interaction and the family of gluons served as the elastic between the quarksin an atomic nucleus. But
where wasthe force carrier for gravity, the graviton? Its existence had been predicted, and plenty of
indirect evidence for its presence had piled up, but so far no one had been able to actudly find one. At
first the reason was thought to be because it was so small—perhaps as smal in comparison with atoms
as atoms are in comparison with the solar system. But the particle accelerators of even thelate
twenty-first century were able to gauge such minute distances, and, aas, no graviton emerged. A plethora
of explanations arose to explain thislack, the most interesting being akind of modern reintroduction of
the Newtonian idea of the " ether” asakind of invisible substrate through which gravity propagated. Most
scientists, including Merced, rejected such thinking. But where was the graviton?

“Whereit was,” Merced wrote, “wasin theimmediate past and the immediate future. We were looking
intheright place, but not at theright time.”

In order to understand this reasoning, we must consider one more odd component of quantum
physics—the so-caled quantum legp. In two classic experiments performed in the twentieth century,
scientists confirmed that there wasindeed what Eingtein called “ spooky action at adistance” that
occurred on the atomic leve. Thefirst experiment isknown as the double-dit demonstration and it works
likethis: A beam of light is shot through an opening, one photon at atime. On the opposite Side of the
hole, at some distance away, is another barrier, this one with two holes—the double dit.

Y ou would expect the photon, being a particle, to travel through one of the holes or the other—and that
isexactly what it does. On the other side of the two ditsis a detector—say a computer screen—that
records, as adot of light, where each proton strikesit. Now you would expect the photons, being
particles, to pile up in aclump directly in front of thetwo dits. That isexactly what they do, forming two
bright circlesof light right in linewith the dits that they passed through.



They do this, that is, with one other specia condition to the experiment: Y ou have to have a detector at
ether dit that either confirms or deniesthat a photon has passed through that dit. The detector in no way
affectsthe flight of the photon; it just says whether or not a photon passed by it. So, with two dits, and a
method of detecting which dit aparticular photon passed through, you get two clumps of light.

What happens when you take away the detector?

Remember that you are till firing one photon at atime. Y ou might put another detector near the light
source to confirm this—as long asit is before the double dit. One photon at atime one after another.
And what pattern builds up on the final screen?

If you said two clumps of light you would be absoluteywrong. Instead, what builds up is an interference
pattern, just as awave would make.

The greatest concentration of light isnot in front of the two dlits, but actualybetween them, where no
particle could possibly hit. If thelight were a particle. But wavestravel around sharp cornersdl thetime.

“Sowhat?’ you say. “Light isboth awave and aparticle.”

But the fact isthat you know with a certainty that the photon you are shooting isasingle entity. The only
thing you have changed iswhere you choseto look at it. And, by that change, you get acompletely
different buildup pattern on your fina display screen. It isasif the photon “knows’ whether or not you
arewatching it inflight. If it “sees’ that you aretrying to trick it into being a particle by having alook at it
asit passesthrough one of the other dits, why then, it will behave as a particle to suit you, and pile up,
one paticleat atime, right in front of the dit after it has passed through. But if you're not looking at it, the
photon “decides’ to be awave, and doesits part to create an interference pattern, asif it were two
particlesthat had gone through each of the dits smultaneoudy.

There smore. Say you put adetector after the dits, but before the find display screen. Rig your detector
to turn on randomly—but only after the photons have passed through the dits, and they’ll pileupin
clumps. Turnit off, and an interference pattern forms.

Y ou areforced to the conclusion that each single particle of light “knows’ about your whole experiment,
past and future. Before it even leavesthe light source, it “knows’ whether or not you are going to try to
detect it, and changesitsflight path accordingly.

In the early twenty-second century, aversion of this experiment was done with single photonsfrom a
guasar a the edge of the known universe. The results were the same. It seemsthat the photons“knew”
ten billion years ago exactly whether or not the experimenter was going to switch on his detection
gpparatus ten billion yearsinto the future. Clumps of light formed with it on, interference patternswith it
off.

Things get weirder yet. The other crucial experiment of the twentieth century wasfirst performed by the
scientist Alain Agpect and his colleagues, dl Earthlings, of course. In the Aspect experiment, two photons
are created in the same quantum process. Severd of the propertiesthat each photon possesses must be a
mirror image of the other. One of these propertiesisthe polarization of thelight. Y ou can think of it as
being something like acompass direction. If one photon has 90 degrees of polarization, the other must
have 270. The photons are said to be “entangled” on a quantum level. So both of these * entangled”
photons go shooting off in different directions, and they both have an equa chance of having any
particular polarization. In fact, if you measured either photon separately, you would find that its
polarization was entirdly random. But if you measure one photon first and determine its polarization, then



the polarization of the other photon isinstantly determined. How do we know? Because photon B, the
oneyou didn’'t measure, will passthrough afilter and pile up in adifferent pattern than it would have had
you not measured its counterpart. Furthermore, it wouldn't matter if the photons were separated by many
millions of mileswhen you took the measurement. Changing photon A ingtantly changes photon B. Not at
the speed of light. Not faster than the speed of light.

Instantly. The photons*know” before they leave their light source whether or not you are going to
messure one of them and when and where, and they set out on a different path accordingly.

Again, these facts were well-known to scientists of the late twentieth century. Einstein thought of them as
“gpooky action at adistance’ that was seemingly faster than light, but they were not mysteriousat al to
the quantum theorists. They were predicted by the equations of quantum physics. In fact, the experiments
were done to confirm what theory had dready caled for.

But it took Raphael Merced to reconcile the absolute violation of common sense (and General
Retivity), which Eingtein had sensed, with the obvious facts of the matter.

“It turnsout,” says Merced, “that atoms—all of elementary particles, that is—are little time machines.
After you accept that madness, it’ sfairly smpleto explain the rest, including the relationship of the strong
force and eectromagnetism to gravity.”

Gravity, said Merced, isthe same thing as the other two forces when considered as awave function not
in time, butof time. The graviton istime' s messenger particle,” and, assuch, it doesn’'t ever exist inthe
present. The only trace it leavesin the now isarecord in space-time of its passing. Its“purpose” —if it
can be said to have such athing—is to mediate between basi ¢ particles separated in space. Or,
conversdy, to mediatespace to conform to the properties of each and every particleinit. The residud
effects of this mediation are what holds the gal axies together and setsthe planetsin their orbits. The
present isa“ symptom” of the past and the future.

With histheory, Merced aso solved therenormalization problem of quantum theory. Theinfinities of
particle self-interaction turned out to be precise and finite solutions of Merced time functions.

Merced went on to suggest akind of macro graviton detector using a modified Josephson junction that
functioned as atime machine—albeit for nanoseconds—on the everyday leve of things. Within ayesr of
the publication of hisdoctora thesis, gravitons had been detected both in the past (zero spin) and in the
future (with aspin of 2). Today, every schoolchild haslearned the statement of hisfundamental equation:

FT = (pg—qp) + mc?

Where“FT” isthe future multiplied by time as a continuous function, where“ pg” and “gp” are quantum
matrices, and “mc?” is matter times the speed of light squared.

“What it dl comesdown to,” Merced wrote, “isthat you ether accept space as being nonlocal or you
accept time as being a series of unrelated points, essentidly digoint. For me, itisalot easier to view time
as sdf-forming, with the future being intimately acquainted with the past. But it doesn’t matter how you
look at it. The math isthe same.”

Merced' stime equations had the added bonus of giving a precise explanation for the Second Law of
Thermodynamics. Time, it turnsout, has chirdity, or handedness.



“The space-time continuum,” says Merced, “has aleft-handed spin to it of exactly one second per
second.”

And thisisthe reason that we live our lives from the past into the future, and the reason that hot things get
cooler instead of warming up, and why a scattering of stones does't spontaneoudy formitsdf into a
house.

Twelve
“Shall we check the markets?’ said Danis. “Maybe things have settled down.”

“I serioudy doubt it,” Kely replied, but Danis engaged the merci, and they had alook together at the
current conditions.

Things were worse than even he had imagined they could become in so short atime. It was acrash that
was rapidly headed toward afull-scale depression.

Danis checked the automatic sdll-points on al of the shorted stocksthat Kelly had arranged. Everything
had been converted into cash and pure energy certificates of deposit hours ago. She gave Kelly a
summary of their current holdings, and he laughed aoud.

They were now multimillionaires. Teleman Milt was dso wegathering the sorm and acting asakind of ad
hoc inner-system bank, making limited, heavily secured loansto keep the other trading houses afloat. The
old man at TM would soon be the most powerful financier in the solar system, if hewasn’'t dready. And
that, Kelly estimated, should last afew e-days at most—and then would come a government takeover of
the financial community. Such wasin the cards, and Kelly was amazed that he was one of the few who
saw the obviousness of it. Kelly would not be surprised if the Old Man were persondly incorporated into
Director Amés sarray of personas. Amés had made no secret that he was “recruiting” some of the
bigger LAPsto do productive government work. The Old Man might go from being king of the world to
adavein amatter of moments.

There was no way Amés was going to pass up this opportunity to consolidate his rule. The bankswould
soon be an extension of the Department of Immunity.

And what would happen then? Amés would either have to start minting money or he would step up
production. Not even Amés was arrogant enough to think that he could escape runaway inflation if he
fired up the greenleaf mints. That meant stepping up production of goods. And how did you do that with
an economy that was dready operating at full capacity?

Y ou started awar.
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After Raphael Merced published his dissertation, Chen Wocek secured ajunior professorship for him at
Bradbury. Merced turned down severd far more lucrative offersin order to take it and remain near his
mentor. At Bradbury, Merced began further investigations into hisidea that theory was akind of
by-product of phenomenaand that the laws of nature were only alimited way to understand experience.
When he was twenty-seven, Merced devoted himself entirely to experimenta physics, and it was at this
time that he and Beat Myers began their famous “Fifty Worldsto Sunday” correspondencethat isa
semind text in the modern study of aesthetics and its relationship to the scientific method.

Merced built larger and larger Josephson-Feynman time machines and extended the duration in which he
could study the graviton up to severa seconds. It wasin the course of these experiments that he began to
notice a peculiar aspect of the particle. Gravitons seemed to possess a property that was singular and
asymmetric. It was aproperty that only expressed itself under conditions of extremely complex paradox
resolution.

“It was asif thelittle buggers were making informed decisions after thinking about something for awhile,”
wrote Merced. “That’ swhy | caled thisbehavior judgment. It was asif, within the locdity of my
apparatus, nature becameteleological —that is, it acted asif it had will and purpose. There were singular
instances of paradox resolution that didn’t obey any statistical laws | had ever heard of, and they certainly
weren't predictable by any standard mathematical means. They were, by definition, little miracles. And
that’ swhy, in the equations | developed to express this behavior, there is always a point where | wrote
‘and amiracle happens here.” ”

Merced cdled this method evolutionary caculus. Four years after publishing the Grand Unified Field
Theory that linked al the known forces of nature, Merced' s contemporaries openly pilloried him and he
was kicked out of the two magjor associations of scientists of the day. Wocek fought arearguard action at
Bradbury and managed to save Merced’ s position there. Merced was too engrossed in his research to
take much notice of the brouhaha.

“I cannot tell you if the universe asawhole has any meaning,” said Merced. “ Thismay be fundamentaly
unknowable. But what | was seeing in my experiments was that the universe wasacting asif it had
meaning locally. After awhile, | wasforced to the conclusion that thiswasn't just gppearance. Individud
gravitons were exercising judgment just as a person does. The universeisteleologicd locdly. Bylocally |
mean any distance that is contained between quantum-entangled particles that are pressed into complex
time-related paradoxes. | would force these paradoxes on the gravitons, and it was asif they had alittle
town meeting and came to a decision about how to handle each paradox. These decisionswere never
precisely the same, but al had the generd tendency of preserving redlity aswe know it. From thereit was
only ashort step to reasoning that one aspect of the ‘judgment’ property wasthat it brought about instant
information transfer at adistance. After continued work, | discovered that | could influence what this
information would be, and | could cause the gravitonsto carry messages that | wanted. | discovered a
number that acted as a sort of code key of time. Thisiswhat | called the Teleological Congtant. If you
know the Teleologica Constant, you could send and receive information instantaneoudy over great
distances—asfar, in fact, as you chose to separate two entities that you originally observed to be
entangled on aquantum leve.”

Thisingtantaneous transfer of information iswhat we cdl the Merced Effect.

Merced wasthirty-five yearsold by thistime. His experiences with the scientific establishment had | eft
him extremely leery. He chose to publish the results of his experimentsin hisfriend Beat Myers s poetry
journd,Flare . The November 2646 issue of Flare was almost wholly devoted to Merced' s paper,
which was interspersed with poetry by Myers and othersin theFlare generation. During hislife, Merced



awaysingged that reprints of his paper, “The Teleologica Congtant and its Relation to Instantaneous
Information Transfer at aDistance,” be printed with the poemsincluded.

The NovemberFlare did not make much of an impact at first. Merced continued hiswork, and by that
time had severa graduate assstants under him. One of them was a brilliant young nanotechnol ogical
engineer who had been raised in an orphanage in the asteroid belt. His name was Feur Otto Bring. Bring
was an incurable victim of Tourette' s syndrome, and conversations between Merced and Bring would
often consst of Merced patiently explaining aproblem to Bring, followed by Bring swearing
uncontrollably at Merced. Then, usudly within days, Bring would have the engineering solution or the
apparatus that Merced had envisioned.

Oneday in 2648, Merced casualy suggested to Bring that it ought to be possible to invent a nanotech
time machine that incorporated his Josephson-Feynman setup and that, if such nano were properly
disseminated, there could be instant information shared over whatever distance the nano covered. Bring
is reported to have stormed from the room shouting, “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck you, cocksucker!”

Within aweek, he and Merced had designed and created such athing. With little modification, that
designisdill with us, permegting dl our lives. It wasthe design of what we now know as grist.

Fourteen

Danislooked over the numbers and felt abit of disgppointment of her own. When Kely had first come
up with the crazy ideaof shorting dl their assets, dong with Teleman Milt's, Danis had worried about the
chance—small, but present—that he might be wrong.

“So,” shesad, “my little pi-minus option was awild-goose chase.”
Kely was extremely quiet for amoment, and then he said, dmost in awhisper, “What?’
“I took an option out on pi meson production, the kind that are made of a down and anti-up quark pair.”

“I know what api-minus particleis,” said Kelly in apreternaturaly calm voice. Asif heistrying to hold
his breath, Danisthought. Asif heisdeathly afraid of what heis going to hear next.

“I figured, just in case you werewrong . . . | mean, in case there was agenerd dide, but then asudden
correction. Pions are so hard to make independently, and they’ re impossible to store, you know. They
are essentid inisotope ingtantiation. There would have to be amagjor shortage for afew minutes, even
dlowing for rddividtic effects. | timed it al out to four minutes and took out the option. But al that's
moot. Y ou were right, of course.”

“Y ou took out atime option?’

“Yes, Kely. There' sno reason to be angry with me. | lost my money, but—"

“I'mnot angry.”

“I just thought | had . . . anintuition about it. A gut fedling.”

“Danis” Kelly sad, till in hisfrighteningly calm voice, * check to seeif the option hasa Section Crider.”

She performed the necessary check perfunctorily, but it was a standard contract, and she knew what she
would find before she looked.

“Of courseit hasa Section C.”



“A dearth clause”

“That' swhat asection Cis, Kdly.”

“C gandsfor ‘convert, Danis.”

“Yes, |—

“Read thewording.”

Sheread it again. And again. And then she understood what her husband was driving at.

In the event that the issuing entities shall be unable to carry out the actuarial functions for the
completion of this contract, the purchaser shall provide said functions or shall cause said
functions to be performed by a proxy agent as specified by Unified Banking Code I'V-A subsection
84. Absent a proxy, purchaser isresponsible for final tally and related items under paragraph five,
above.

“But Teleman Miltismy proxy agency, and | bought the damn things from the Ferro Group—"

“Which isnow amember of Teleman Milt, Danis. Thefirst thing the old man will have doneis bought up
the competition.”

“So my issuer and proxy tabulator are the same entity.”

“That' s not alowed by law. Y ou have to abandon your proxy account holder in that circumstance, and
do dl thefind accounting yourself. Some party with your interestsin mind has to independently verify the
contract’s completion. If the entity that you bought it from isthe same one that |oaned you the money—"

“Thet leavesonly me.”

“If it were aregular person, with an aspect and convert portion, he would have to loan out hisvirtua side
until the accounting was done.”

“But that kind of number crunching normally requires a convert like the Abacus. It would takeme days.”
“And youcan’t loan out your convert. Y ouare aconvert, and nothing else.”

“It will tekemedays” Danissaid again.

“They can legdly hold you in the Met until the terms of the contract are completed.”
“Kdly...youdon'tthink...”

“I think that the firgt thing the Department of Immunity isgoing to do isround up al the free convertsby
any means necessary. It s probably aready happening.”

“It will takemedays,” said Danis. “I’'m not made for that kind of arithmetic.”

“We have abig problem, Danis.”

They can hold mein the Met, Danis thought. They can separate me from my children.

“Why?’ Kelly said. Hisvoice was dmost a sob. “Why did you do that, Danis?’

“I didn’t believe,” shereplied. Something like abuzz was developing in her thoughts. Like anest of bees



that has been disturbed. Like an éectric short in acloset full of fuses. “I didn’t believeit could possibly
get asbad asyou said it would, and | wanted allittle protection, just in case you were wrong. It'swhat
we do at work, after al. Arbitrage. We aways hedge our bets.”

“Except when extreme measures are caled for,” said Kdly. “Then there aren’t any rules you can count
m-ll

“I ... acted like acomputer program,” Danis said. “ Garbage in, garbage out.”
“It doesn't matter now,” Kdly replied. “We have to figure out what to do next.”

They are going to take me from my children, Danisthought. It was al she could think, over and over
agan. They are going to take me from my Aubry and Sint.

Shelooked at the two of them. Aubry was playing the old game of paper, rock, and scissorsto keep
Sint amused, now that he had no enigmabox.

I’'mapair of scissors, thought Danis, and my opponent isarock.
Ready to crush the scissors.
They' re going to take me away from my children.
Fifteen
from
Old Left-handed Time
Raphael Merced and the Genesis of the Merced Effect
a short history
by Andre Sud, D. Div.

Triton

Raphad Merced slater years marked the steady acceptance of hisideas. Bring and others worked out
the manufacturing sequencesfor grist. On Merced' sfiftieth birthday, the then Martian government
approved the dissemination of grist over al human-made surfaces on the planet. The smilarities between
thisinterconnected grist and virtua redlity of computing entities had long been seen. But therewasa
viscerd, physicd qudity to the*grist web.” It cameto be viewed asthe fusion of actudity and virtudity.
Today it interconnects all human spacesin the solar system, and isknown, collectively, asthemerci . The
nameisderived, of course, from Merced.

Merced turned his attention from scientific study proper to aesthetics. His correspondence with Myers
grew more intense as he sought to somehow systematize atheory of beauty. In the meantime, Myerswas
running into trouble with the authorities on Mercury. These were the years of the Endowment government
there, with its officia god of creating arenaissance. At firg, thousands of artists of various sorts had
flocked to the planet, convinced that a new utopiawas a hand. But the Endowment Committee was
quickly taken over by an dite class who formed the so-caled Dowager Way and, far from encouraging



other artists, the Committee began a series of pogromsthat led to Myers simprisonment, on grounds that
hiswork was ugly, irrdlevant, and a corrupting influence on higher expression.

Merced, now in hiseighties (and, remember, thiswasin the days before grist regeneration of the human
body had been perfected) journeyed to Mercury and staged a protest. He was shortly joined by his
sgter, Clara, who was ninety a thetime. Using grist specidly designed by researchers at Feur Otto
Bring' sfactory on Mars, Claraand Raphad Merced picked out a suitable spot near the Mercurian
North Pole and crested, in amatter of hours, what has been described as the biggest middle finger in the
known universe. The structure was aslong as Earth’ s Grand Canyon, and as wide as Earth’ s Italian
peninsula. Seen from space, there was no doubt what it represented.

Thisgigantic “fuck you” symbol was engineered to self-destruct within ayear asthe other “fingers’ of the
enormous hand spread out to form an open pam, and then dissolved into the underlying, still-preserved
terrain. Merced, however, saw no reason to mention to the Endowment authorities the fact that the
symbol would eventualy disappear. The Endowment government was enraged. Merced was immediately
arrested, adong with Clara. Two months later, the Merceds, Myers, and twenty-seven other Mercurian
contributors toFlare were given atrid and found guilty of gross aesthetic injustices againgt humankind.
They were placed on asmall spacecraft and set on an orbit around the sun, officidly cut off from al
communication with the rest of the human race. Since the Endowment could only enforceits sentence on
Mercury, it set the orbit of the exile craft to be within the confines of Mercury’s own orbit about the sun.

But Merced’ s body was now wholly interpenetrated by grist and, unknown to the Mercurian authorities,
he was able to communicate with Bring back on Mars. A rescue mission was arranged.

Before the rescue ship could arrive, however, the exile craft experienced amafunction, probably caused
by the degenerated state of Endowment engineering skills. Within minutes, the exile craft began to plunge
into the sun. The occupantstried severa fixes, but nothing worked. With about an hour to go, they
resgned themselvesto their fate. They found that, with alimited maneuvering capability till remaining,
they would be able to choose where in the sun they would fall.

“We regoing in at asunspot near the north pole,” Merced said to the rescue ship’ s captain, Feur Otto
Bring s daughter, Katya. “We re doing this because we think it might be cooler.”

Over the next hour, the occupants of the exile ship kept up arunning commentary with Katya Bring. The
record of thiscommunication isknown astheExiles Journey . It haslong been available on the merci. In
it, Myersrecites severa spontaneous poems, including his“Old Left-handed Time,” which has become
one of the classcs of human literature. Clara Merced makes a moving good-bye to her children and
grandchildren. Severa of the other poets and artists on board left important records of various sorts.

Raphael Merced was, himsdlf, quiet for the first fifteen minutes. After that, he made a series of aphorigtic
comments which some have taken to be poems, and other have taken to be seeds for future scientific
research. These are now known asthe “Merced Synthetics.” Thefinad comment Merced made, asthe
exile ship was burning around him, had to do with his own quantum gravitationa theory.

“I have been thinking,” said Merced, “that | was abit mistaken about time. Don’t have the opportunity to
go into the details just now, but | might suggest that somebody one of these days have alook at that big
F inmy equation. It might be possible to rearrange thingsin the past moreto our liking. As amatter of
fact, | do believethat I’ ve seen signsthat somebody is aready doing that. | only hope to God that
whoever is doing S0 has discovered the human equivaent of that unique property of my little gravitons.
Whoever you are, up therein the future, for goodness sake, make sure you use a bit of judgment .”

And with those words, Raphael Merced plunged into the sun and was|og.



Sixteen
“Quiteadght, en Ted?’” Roger Sherman said, but only to himself.

Sherman regled in the two-hundred-nineteen-thousand-mile-long cable that had stretched, just hours ago,
from the moon Triton down into the Blue Eye of Neptune. He wasn't redlly reding it in, of course, but
deadily deindantiating it, smultaneoudy pulling it down and disassembling it on amolecular level. The
buckyball components were broken down to € ements and stable compounds, and stored in aroom no
bigger than ahouse. The cable, while savera hundred thousand miles long, had the diameter of astraight

pin.
Far above, the weather-station packet came into view, white againgt the dark blue nitrogen sky. The
wegther gation, a thetall end of Sherman’s cable, had entered Triton' s gravity well severd minutes ago

and deployed its parasail when the air became thick enough. Now Sherman was guidingitin likeabig
kite. In another half hour, he had it down and secure.

Sherman was not normdly in charge of bringing in the weather probe, but he did it on occasion—and, at
the moment, dl of histroopswere on full defensve dert.

Besides, he enjoyed the solitude that redling in the weether station provided. It seemed that al of histime
for the last few weeks had been spent in frantic preparations. He needed time to think.

With practiced ease, Sherman shifted his attention into virtua and examined the dataiin the macro station.
One by one his collection agorithms, dl free-convert recruits, reported in with acrisp regularity.

“Surface winds at two hundred forty-two knots, Colonel,” said Corporal Anomete.

“Noted,” Sherman replied, and shunted the information to Mg or Theory, hisfree-convert persona
adjutant. Hetreated all the virtua entitieswith strict formdity, as hewould any group of soldiers.

The stars were out, asthey awayswere, and the sun was hardly brighter than the moon on Earth. Triton
was thirty timesfarther from the sun than was Earth. What dominated the sky at the moment was
Neptune itsdlf, setting in the west. Of al the moonsin the solar system, Triton was the only major oneto
orbit its planet in aretrograde direction. Neptune rotated on its axisin the other direction, so that its
waxing and waning in the sky was directly contrary to that of Earth’s moon. Most people on Triton didn’t
notice the weird way Neptune' s phases changed in comparison with other planets when seen from their
moons, but such things were part of Sherman’sjob. Thethin rings of the planet were barely visible a this
angle astwinkling linesthat seemed to rise directly out of Miranda Canyon. The Army weether station,
and the settlement of Miranda, were perched on the canyon’ s edge. New Miranda, a century old now,
had been pioneered by refugees from thefailure of the biocity on Uranus s moon, Miranda

Uranus s Miranda had an enormous canyon that was more than twelve miles deep—as deep asthe
deepest oceans on Earth. Triton's Miranda namesake was more like ashallow gully in comparison.

But New Mirandawas afar bigger town than the habitat on Miranda had ever been. Uranus had
remained, over the decades, arather backward planetary system. The Neptune area, in comparison, was
positively thriving these days. Thiswas due to the difference in the planet that Triton circled. Uranus was
acold world, with a dead core. Neptune, on the other hand, was hotter than hell a the bottom of its
atmosphere. Like Jupiter, Neptune was afailed sun, and there was till aresidue of fisson taking place
down therein the grest rift valeysthat bisected the core’ s surface. It was this spontaneous fission and the
genera radioactivity of the core that powered the storm that swept the atmosphere, particularly the Blue
Eye that hovered over the equator, never blinking. And within that Blue Eye, the New Miranda settlers
hed placed the Mill.



The Mill wasjust that, an enormous windmill consisting of two blades that turned with the swirl of the
storm. The Mill, from blade tip to blade tip, was aslong as the diameter of planet Earth. It was built on
the same physica principles asthe Met. In the center of the mill, operating in amanner not dissmilar to
that of ancient hydroel ectric turbines on Earth, was a generator that beamed a steady supply of
microwave energy to ageosynchronous satellite stationed above it. And from that satdllite, it wasfed to
Triton.

Neptune set, and Sherman prepared himsdlf to review his brigade, such asit was. The Third Sky and
Light was amotley assortment of outer-system mal contents, hometown rejects, and Met outcasts. When
he' d taken the post ten years before, discipline had been nonexistent, regulations were routinely
disregarded to the point of genuine danger to the troops themselves, and morale was lower than he'd
ever seen among any group of men and women. Since then, things had improved to some extent.

They cal methe Old Crow, Sherman thought. It was difficult to imagine that thiswas aterm of affection.

All indl, Sherman had about seven hundred soldiers under him on Triton, with areserve unit of another
seven hundred attached. Their main assgnment wasto protect and preserve the Mill. The Mill itself was
not aCorps of Engineers project, but Sherman had had avitd role in getting the thing up and running. In
fact, Sherman hated the idea of a Corps of Engineers. He hated dl specidty divisons. In the Third Sky
and Light, dl traditiona arrangements stopped at the company. Sherman maintained group loyalty and
morae by developing amentor chain, with each soldier immediately responsible for two recruits as soon
ashehimsdf wasfully trained.

Sherman had come up with the idea of the mentor chain while serving as acaptain on Mars. Before
Amés and his Department of Immunity had driven the old Met Army to the outer system, the Federal had
played an important rolein fighting terrorism and keeping incipient tribalism and nationdism to amild
blaze. HE d been a captain for nearly sixty years and had watched three terrorist groups form under his
nosg, dl from splinter groups from the’ 63 Conjubilation. Sherman, himsdlf, had Free Integrationist
leanings, but no one had aright to use violence and killing to bring about their particular brand of palitics.

Nevertheess, one of the groups, calling itsaf FUSE (the acronym meant something likeMars for
Martians in Norwegian) had staged a series of remarkably successful grist-based attacks on Met-wide
companies with headquarters on Mars. The Army had one miserable failure after another in trying to stop
them. Findly, Sherman had been assigned the task. He' d immediately seen that the problem was
coordinating intelligence information with guard and attack functions and, after an embarrassng metdown
of the Werther Travel Complex in Marineris Valley, he had broken up al his platoons and rearranged
them ad hoc with the ideathat each soldier must dso be afully trained intelligence specidist. FUSE was
notorioudy riddled with information leaks (they had a site on the merci, for Christ’ s sake), and in short
order Sherman’s D Company had shut FUSE down by anticipating their every move and being there
before them. After that success, Sherman was promoted and transferred to West Point to study
organizationa theory and to teach two classes aweek to the plebes. It was afine way to reward him

and, at the sametime, avoid implementing any of the changes he had worked ouit.

This evening, Captain Quench would brief him on Company A, and Sherman would select a“primary” to
look in on. He pulled on his dress jacket, made afina check on the westher station, and instructed
Major Monitor to take command. Monitor, an old convert who was nearing three centuries of service,
gave his cusomary two point clicksin the indigo spectrum of the room'’ s lighting as acknowledgment. It
was old school, from before converts could speak with pleasant voices. With the weather station taken
care of, Sherman opened the door and stepped into Triton's nitrogen night.

Sherman, along with most of the long-term residents of Triton, was nitrogen-adapted. An Earthman
looking a him would notice a peculiar mottleto hisskin. It was the molecular equivalent of long



underwear and a pressure suit. After over seven centuries of trying, humanity had finally seen theidiocy
(and the danger) of attempting to terraform the various heavenly bodiesin the solar system. It was much
more cost-effective to “ Trita-form” aman than to try to make the little moon into Earth. Being
Triton-adapted made for an extremely tough human being. Only the completely space-adapted were
morereslient. A great many of Sherman’s soldiers were space-adapted. They came from even farther
out.

Sherman walked from the wegther station to staff HQ aong aworn path in the pebbly ground. Most of
this region around Miranda Canyon was a combination of rock and frozen methane dush. The ground
had amushy consistency, like the sides of avolcano covered with snow back on Earth. Eveninthethin
atmosphere, each of Sherman’ s footsteps produced an audible crunch.

The Triton temperature could get down to thirty-eight degrees Kelvin, which was—390 Fahrenheit. This
was another reason New Mirandawas growing. Y ou could put a smple substance in the shade here, and
it would become a superconductor. At the average temperatures and pressure on Triton, the nitrogen
atmosphere hovered around its solid-gas-liquid triple point, and occasiondly conditions would be right
for the formation of the famous nitrogen rains. Triton was easily the coldest inhabited placein the solar
system. Even Pluto, built on different geology, waswarmer by alittle.

Staff HQ had an airlock, since not al of Sherman’s soldiers were adapted to Triton’ srigors, and even
those who were functioned better in an e-mix of gases.

The grist opened one portal and closed the other briskly as Sherman stepped through. Captain Quench
was waiting at the Stuations table, engrossed in some problem on the knit. He noted Sherman’s arrival,
took amoment to disengage, then stood up and saluted. Sherman nodded, and Quench quickly finished
up what he was doing. Quench had been one of Sherman’s best pupils at the Point, and Sherman liked to
watch him a hiswork. Quench was efficient in akind of intuitive way that was different from Sherman’s
thoroughness. He was ambitious, and a naturd leader. He had aso, once, been awoman, and, he
claimed, would be one again when he got promoted. Quench had atheory that women were better
lieutenants, men better captains, and women better majors. He hadn’t ventured any speculation, at least
in Sherman’ s presence, as to the best makeup of the higher ranks.

All of Sherman’s other officers were doing on-site supervision, and the room was empty except for
Quench and Theory, who was now ensconced in the grist of the Situation table.

“We ve dmost completed laying the Mill minefield, sir,” Quench reported. “ Another two e-days, and
stage one will be over. That relay is surrounded by anest of hornets.”

“Very good,” Sherman replied. “Who have you got doing it?’
“Two units, one of them under Peoples, and the other isKi’ s cdibration primary.”

“All right, Captain. Let’ shave alook at that calibration unit.” Sherman waked to the grist-rich table and
put his hands upon it, ingtructing his pellicle to make aphysicd link for both quantum and em
transmisson.

“Follow me, gir,” said Quench, and both men attuned themsdvesto the knit and entered full virtudity.
Ingtantly, Sherman found himsdlf (that is, an iconic representation of himself as an oak leaf clugter) floating
in gpace next to Quench’ siconic captain’s bars. They were actually inhabiting the grist of the command
pod that followed Lieutenant Ki around as she went about her tasks. The pod notified Ki that shewas
being observed, and she reported in.

“I’ve got the outer-periphery nukes ready to go,” shetold them. “What' staking timeisworking with the



sentient units nearer to therelay satdlliteto tailor their bursts so that the satellite won't be damaged.”

“Let’sseewhat you' ve got,” Sherman said. She showed Sherman the array she' d worked out, with the
smarter explosives nearer to the center.

“Lieutenant, | want you to change those interior layouts,” Sherman said.
[1] g r?!

“We haven't got time to deploy and cdibrate an entire core of sentients. | want you to layer them likean
onion.”

“Anonion, Sr?7’
“It' savegetable, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, dr. It savegetable”

“I want severd layers of sentients spaced apart. Then set them to teaching the intervening layers, one
mineat atime.”

“But that will take much longer than cdibration, Colond.”
“But not longer than deployment. We need this minefied up and runningyesterday .

To Sherman’ s pleasure, Ki did not ask him what the reason was for the hurry. She merely replied, “Yes
ar”

“| want to have every cruciad place or processin this system at least minimally protected inforty-eight
hours .

“Forty-eighthours 7’ said Quench. “Sir.”

“There are Met ships crossing the asteroid belt,” Sherman replied, “closng on Ganymedefor ‘taxation
enforcement.’” In case you have forgotten, the Interlocking Directorate doesn't like us, and they are not
going to let usdone.”

“Yes, dr,” Quench answered brightly. “They sureas hdl arenot going to let usaone, Sir.”

“So you think we' re going to war, Colond?” Ki asked.

“I think we dready are at war,” Sherman replied. “Wejust don't know it yet.”
Seventeen
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The Advantages of the Strong Force

A Guideto and History of the Met

by LeoY. Sherman

IntroducingtheMet



The Met isthe system of space cables, tethers, planetary lifts dong with al the associate bolsas, sacs,
armatures, and dendrites that comprise the human inhabited space of theinner solar system. The Met, at
itswidest, extends 186,000,000 milesfrom the sun, but it isfar bigger than that in actuality. It has been
caculated that if all the cables of the Met werelaid end to end, they would reach out of the solar system
and another AU or so (the distance from the sun to the Earth) toward Alpha Centauri. While the Met is
long, it isthin. None of the space cables averages more than akilometer in diameter. When seenfroma
vantage point above the planetary ecliptic near the asteroid belt, the Met shines like a spiderweb, wet
with dewdrops, hanging in space between the wheding planets.

Eighteen

By thetime Claude Schlencker was eight years old, he had come to despise Shakespeare. First, there
wasthe smel of the must and mold on the pages of his father’ sCompl ete Works . It had gotten wet
sometime during the move, and was three e-monthsin atrunk before being unpacked. The dank
atmosphere of Polbo Armature didn’t help matters either. The family’ stwo-room flat constantly lesked,
and the humidity controls had long since given up the ghost. And if you didn’t have humidity control in
Polbo, you swested like apig dl year long. The armature was an agricultural complex, and the
atmosphere was determined by the needs of the plants, and not the humans who tended them. Of course,
the more affluent could afford to have their bodies adapted to take into account the heat and the constant
hanging mist. Claude sfamily was, to say theleast, not among the more affluent. His mother wasa
qudity-control monitor at the workstation, and his father was a trimmer—one of the humanswho must
gtill be employed to cut off the lower leaves of vegetable seedlingsin the greenhouses. It was not ajob
for arobot, and besides, arobot would get bored with it.

Demore Schlencker was not bored with hisjob, he wasfuriousat it, and at hislifein generd, including
hiswife and son. The Met was just being constructed, and he' d | eft Earth determined to make something
of himsdf on the newly forming Mars-Earth Digphany. He d taught literaturein junior college for ayear
until he' d lost hisjob because of (he claimed) cutbacks and faculty politics. There had been no help
forthcoming from hisfamily (Claude s grandfather, whom he’ d never met, was a policeman somewherein
Europe—the details were unclear), and Delmore had had to take whatever work he could find. HE d met
Claude smother, Janey Beth, when she corrected one of his mistakes at the greenhouse. The baby had
quickly followed, and Delmore, now in hislate thirties, was stuck, stuck, stuck.

For him, Claude was both the cause of al his problems and his only hope for some escape.

Each night, from the time the boy was sx, Delmore had had him ddliver linesfrom Shakespeare while he,
Demore, drank himsdlf to deep. Despite his drunken state, Delmore had a near-perfect recdl of the lines
of the plays, and when young Claude made amistake, well then the boy must be madeto learn thelines.

Claude remembered one night in particular when hisfather had gotten anew bottle of real whiskey from
the liquor store in the habitat and had polished off two-thirds of it in an hour and ahalf. Claude was
delivering the Joan of Arc monologuefromHenry VI, Part 1 . Hisfather ingsted that he only learn the
femae s parts entire, since that was the way young actorsin the bard’ s own time came to the stage. Boys
were women, until they earned their dramatic stripes, and then they were allowed to play men. Inthe
play, Joan was mesting with the Duke of Burgundy to try to win him back to the French cause (he had
been sding with the English). All this meant next to nothing to young Claude, but he dutifully remembered
the facts aswell as he could. Once he had been beaten even after delivering afaultless scene because he
later could not explain what it dl meant.

“Begdes, dl French and France exclaimson thee,” Claude said, having reached the point in the
monologue where Joan is appedling to Burgundy’ s patriotism. “ Doubting thy birth and lawful

proficiency—"



And with that mistake, subgtitutingpr oficiency for the correctprogeny, something inade Delmore seemed
to have broken open, like aswollen wound that suddenly splits and spills out its cankerous fluid. Claude
later reasoned that it was not the mistake, but the words, which set off hisfather. Delmore had often
doubted Janey Beth’s claim that Claude was actudly his, and not the son of another worker whom his
mother had occasondly seen. Claude never found out this other man’s name, but he liked to imagine that
the story was true, even though, in his own squat form and round face, he bore a striking resemblance to
Demore.

Demore suddenly rose from his chair and loomed over Claude. For amoment, Claude didn’t redlize
what was happening, that he had made amistake.

“Progeny,” Claude saidinalow voice.

“Progeny!” hisfather screamed. Claude immediately covered his head with hishands. Therewas
nowhere to run. His father locked the door. It was probably his hands over hisface that prevented
Claude from being immediately knocked unconscious by hisfather’ s blow. Delmore had struck him with
the butt end of the whiskey bottle. Claude reded, and hisfather hit him again on the shoulders. The bottle
broke against Claude s shoulder blade, and the jagged glass cut into his back. The remainder of the
whiskey spilled into the wound and burned likefire. Claude sank to the floor, whimpering, and this
angered Delmore even more.

“Get up,” he cdled to his son. “Be afucking man, for thelove of God.” When Claude failed to respond,
Delmorekicked him, laying him out flat on the bare concrete floor of theflat.

“Shit, shit,” he heard Delmore grumbling, and he risked a peek to seethat hisfather was examining the
ruins of the bottle. “Fucking glass” hisfather said. “I1t'smade of fucking gristlessglass.”

Demore reached down and pulled Claude up by hishair. He held the boy between his knees and put the
broken whiskey bottlein front of Claude sface, inchesfrom his eyes. “ See what you did?” Delmore said.
“Seewhat you did, you little bastard.”

And then Delmore had torn Claude' s shirt from historso. Still holding the boy firmly between hislegs, he
spun Claude around so that his back wasto hisfather. Then, using the sharp edge of the bottle, Delmore
began to carveinto his son’sback. In al, he made nine score-marks upon Claude, each time pressing a
little harder, cutting alittle deeper. And with each pass of the bottle, he spoke the wordprogeny, asif he
were a patient teacher and Claude was adifficult student for whom he only wanted the best.

Finaly, it was over. But it wasn't. Delmore made his son once more stand before him and recite from
gart to finish the speech of Joan of Arc to Burgundy. Claude concentrated. He concentrated as hard as
he ever had on anything in hislife.

And, it was asif acold breeze passed through him. Asif the flat were air-conditioned and itsair dried.
Claude s hands, bunched into fists, uncurled. And the words came—all of them. He ddivered the
monologue flavliedy.

After that, Claude seldom made mistakes when memorizing or ddivering Shakespeare, and hisfather
beat him for other reasons. But he had discovered something that night, something that would aways stay
with him. It was a power of concentration. After that, no matter how bad the circumstances became,
Claude never panicked or forgot anything. He concentrated. And the cool, dry air would course through
him, and he would be able to perform whatever he was called upon to do.

Claude did not tell his mother about the cuts on his back the next day. He knew what she would say:
“Why, Claude, what did you do to yoursdf?” And it was about ayear later that he woke up one morning



to find that his mother was gone. She had |eft the armature, and it wasn't until many yearslater that
Claude knew what had become of her. He was | eft under the tender ministrations of hisfather until he
was fifteen years old. By that time, Claude had learned Shakespeare backwards and forwards, including
the sonnets.

When Claude turned ten, hisfather got him an after-school job working the greenhouse, trimming leaves
aongsde Delmore. With his smdler hands, Claude was faster and more accurate than his father, but he
alwaystook careto work at the same pace, and never to outdistance him. Delmore kept Claude’ swages
and gave the boy an dlowance, which he was congtantly cutting off for weeks at atime as punishment. At
such times, Delmore would blame the withheld money on a computer foul-up.

“It looks like those computers hate you,” hisfather would say to Claude. “1 wish | could do something
about it, but my hands aretied.”

Claudeimagined the “computers’ as smd| imps who burned his money and bathed in the flames. The
image had come from one of the books Claude had read in the school library. He could not bring such
“tragh” literature home, but he found that he could devour an entire book, if it was of amedium length,
justinthelibrary period he was given at school. Hewas, of course, proficient at remembering the details.
Claude knew what real computers were, and how to use them. But by the time he was eleven, they
began to disappear, and Claude was given lessons at school on how to interact with anew kind of
computer, which wasn't really acomputer at al. Y ou kind of “thought” your way into it, and, instead of
you working onit, in away, it worked on you. At least, that isthe way Claude began to pictureit. It
wasn't until severa e-yearslater that his new kind of computer began to be cdled the grist.

Claude liked this new way of doing things very well, and histeacherstold him that he had aspecid tdent
for it. One of histeachers, Mrs. Ridgeway, even put him into aspecia program, and soon Claude was
writing his own smple computer programs. At first, he only made pretty displays and cool-looking rooms
that he could explore. But soon he began to write programs that would do things around the classroom.
Usudly these were smple tasks such as collecting and distributing papers and tests. He always wrote
programs to please his teachers—particularly Mrs. Ridgeway—and never hisfelow students. Claude
didn’t get dong with most of the other childrenin hisclasses. In fact, he often fet that he hated them for
taking time with the teachers away from him. He had been told that this was not a very good way to fed,
but he couldn’t help it. Sometimes, when no one was|ooking, he would pick out one of the sudents who
was smaler and dumber than him and he would punish the other, just ashe' d learned from hisfather. But
he never did thisto asmart kid, no matter how smdll the child was. If you were smart, you shouldn’t get
hit.

Claude didn't like math class very much. He was actualy quite good at it, but his teacher was adecaying
old man who had missed the horizon of the rejuvenation proceduresin use in the day, and was growing
old and feeble while those merdly ten years hisjunior were going to live fifty more years. Hetook his
disappointment out on his pupils, who, if predictions turned out correctly, might very well liveto be two
hundred e-years or more. He liked to assign his class extremely tedious operations for homework, some
of which could not be solved even with the aid of computers unlessthey were extremely powerful
caculators. One of these problemswas to factor the product of the two largest prime numbers known to
humanity (the students were forbidden to look up these primes). No one was expected to get the right
answer, but everyone was expected to turn in asheet of attempts that contained at least two hours
worth of work.

With his memorization and recitations, along with his part-time job at the greenhouse, Claude had no time
to do hishomework at home. He usually completed it in study hall at school. But thiswould take longer
than the one hour the students were allowed in study hdll. Claude had no ideawhat origind prime



numbers might be, but he was determined to avoid missing his Shakespeare at home and receiving a
beating as the result. He decided he must somehow solve the problem using his computer skills.

Claude had read an introductory book on the grist in the library, where the basic principles of quantum
computing were explained for the layman and the Merced Effect was described. Mrs. Ridgeway was
covering some basic Suff in his Rationdity classthat Claude aready knew, and he found his mind drifting
to the problem of factoring the product of the primes, which was due tomorrow. His drifting turned to
worry and hisworry to anxiety. Heimagined hisfather with the whiskey bottle, with hisbelt, with
Claude smother’ sold hairbrush. And then camethe “air-conditioning” feding. In that cool mental space,
Claude redlized what he ought to do to solve the problem.

That afternoon, after he finished his other homework, he set to work with the grist. He had learned that
each molecule of grist was not asmple on and off switch, but was actudly the end product of an infinite
number of on and off switches. Mrs. Ridgeway had talked about an “origind” computer and many virtua
computers, like ghogts, doing calculationsin many “possible worlds.” Claude had decided that in one of
those possible worlds, he, Claude had accidentdly factored the number his math teacher had given him
and gotten the right two prime numbers. While Claude had been cresting “virtual rooms’ with the grist,
he' d occasionally had to make alight source. At first, he' d been stymied when he thought he had to
program each photon of light that would come out of alightbulb. But there was a hel per program that
used the photons exactly like Claude was considering using the factoring. Y ou told it the pattern you
wanted, and it caculated dl the possible paths of light to give you astream of light that was not just
smulated and not-quite-right, as had been the old virtua redlity, but was completely trueto actuality.
That was, in fact, actudity by another means. Claude saw that he could modify this program and give it
the “pattern” he was looking for—two prime numbers. And, asit had with the light, the little program
used the quantum physics of grist to do thework of infinite parallel processes. These processes Claude
represented in one of hisvirtua rooms as a pattern of light on the floor. Just aswith light, the wrong
answers, those that didn't fit the pattern, canceled one another out. Charles watched as the two prime
numbers he was after formed on the floor, asif they had been in the virtual room all dong, but were now
merely coming into focus. He wrote them down, then left the virtudity of the grist. Back in actudity, he
had awhole speech fromTitus Andronicus to memoarize, and only fifteen minuteseft of sudy hall.

Claude s math teacher was angry at him the next day. He accused Claude of having looked up the two
biggest primes on the merci (adthough it was caled the“Web” back then, and was amuch different thing).
Claude fdt abit chagrined because he had not thought of this obvious way to get around the problem.
But he explained his method to histeacher, and the old man had to grudgingly admit that the boy was
onto something. The next day, he mentioned Claude s solution to Mrs. Ridgeway. She mentioned it to
the director of the school, and Claude knew he had abig problem. The school director wanted to call in
Claude sfather and discuss with him the possibility of enrolling Claude in aspecid school after he turned
thirteen. Out of the armature. On Mercury.

Thedirector of the school even thought that the prospect wasimportant enough to make a persond visit
to Claude' s apartment, to visit hisfather.

Nineteen

The director of Claude s school was named Getty. He was the son of the chief engineer in the armature
and had grown up with the Polbo Armature growing up around him. Hetook a specid interest in the
socid conditions of the working poor in what he liked to think of as*his’ bolsa. He had been into some
of theworst neighborhoods, working in his off hours on community projects and generally making sure
conditions were tolerable for al—water, sawage, plenty of vegetables. Getty had always thought it a
scanda that many of the greenhouse workers regularly ate processed pabulum imported to the Armature



when the place was crammed full of dl the vitamins and minerals ahuman body would ever need. He
considered it his persona mission to make sure that everyone had the meansto eat right, and he was
astounded that the “V egetables for People’ campaign that he headed was not more successful at
changing bad habits. Getty consdered it to be hismission to finish what hisfather had started, making the
Polbo Armature aclean, fresh, living, and growing spacefor dl.

And s0 hewas completely taken aback when he saw the living space young Claude had been existing in.
Theflat had not been cleaned in years and when, with a grunt, Delmore Schlencker waved Getty in and
showed him to achair, Getty detected the distinct odor of rotting meat. Getty, himsalf amacrobiotic
vegetarian, shuddered at the thought of the substance from which the smell must berising. Nevertheless,
he remembered himself and his purpose in coming. But he must get this over with as quickly as possible,
or hewas surely going to pass out from the stench. He quickly informed Schlencker of Claude s new
option to study on Mercury.

“Sounds goddamn expensive,” Schlencker had answered. “We have not got that kind of money. Unless
you'rethinking of getting mearase?’

“Thereisascholarship available,” said Getty. He could fed his new somatic adaptations working under
his skin, adjusting his body temperature so that the hest in the flat wouldn’t cause him to bresk out into a
Swedt.

“Thereis, isthere?’ replied Schlencker. The man stood up—even standing, Schiencker was barely taler
than was Getty stting down. “Would you like abit of wine?” he said.

Getty imagined the vile vintage the man probably had available. Something out of acarton. He shook his
head “no.”

“Wadll, then,” said Schlencker, and left the room. He returned with aglassin his hand and with what Getty
recognized as a very respectable Rhein white. It was cool from the refrigerator and was aready forming
acondensing swest that ran over Schlencker’ s hand as he poured himself aglass. What was this man,
living here, doing with such good wine? It didn’'t seem right to Getty. Likebrieona. . . a—Getty
searched for an image from his youth, something common and bad—brie on ahot dog ! That was what
this man was. Getty suppressed agag at the thought.

“Youdl right?’ Schlencker asked him.
Getty took a deep breath. Mistake.
“I'mfine.” He coughed. “Little something in my throat. Now about that scholarship . . .”

Schlencker took asip of thewine, swirled it in his mouth, then swallowed it. Getty watched the man's
Adam’ s apple bob as he swallowed, like a piece of detached gristle. He had to get out of this place!

“Well, we'rejust going to have to see what the boy says,” Schlencker finally replied. “I’ll have atalk with
him tonight.” Schlencker finished the remainder of hiswinein one gulp. “He |l let you know in the morning
what hisdecisonis”

For thefirst timein avery long while, Claude missed aline from one of the sonnetsthat evening. He had
heard Mr. Getty from the next room, and he was nervous asto what his father’ s decision would be. He
never found out. When he flubbed the line, Delmore took to him with hisbelt. It hurt like hell, but this
time Claude withstood it and did not cry.

Be aman. Judtify your privilege of doing Caesar, of learning Lear.



Claude redlized that he had been growing. He would soon be bigger than hisfather. Maybe that, too,
was why the beating didn’t hurt so much. It only took an hour or so for the stinging to subside enough for
him to get to deep.

In the morning, he informed Director Getty that he and hisfather had talked it over and they had decided
that maybe the specia school was not such agood idearight then. That he needed more time among his
peers so that he would not get too big a head about his own importance. Getty, relieved that he would
not have to deal with Delmore Schlencker anymore for the time being, accepted Claude' s decision.

Twenty

For the next three e-years, Claude followed the same routine every day. Mrs. Ridgeway did her best to
provide him with specia ingtruction in programming, and the old math teacher, Hudo, died and was
replaced by ayoung man who immediately saw Claude' s potentia and set him to studying caculuswhile
the other students laborioudy worked through a gebra—something Claude had mastered quickly, and
soon grown bored with. More and more, hefelt himsalf to be a separate being from the other students.
He made no redl friends and only stayed out of fights because he was known to strike back with vicious
abandon and adisregard for any rules of honor, asit was practiced among the boys.

Not only was he growing physically, hisbody was changing in other ways, aswell. One day, while
working in the greenhouse snipping at the plants, hisfingers dipped and he diced into histhumb. The pain
was intense and exquisite and, much to his surprise, Claude felt something odd happen in his pants. When
he went to the toilet to check himself, he found that a sticky liquid had encrusted his underwear. Claude
had, of course, read about such stuff during library period, and was quite aware of what had happened.
Thewhy wasalittle puzzling.

“Wdl,” he said to thetoilet bowl, “I guess|’m aman now.”

After alittle experimentation, Claude found that it was not necessary for him to break the skin to make
himsdlf come. It wasthe pain that produced the pleasure, and pain could comein lessvisibly damaging
forms. Following this discovery, Claude masturbated by jamming wooden splinters under his
fingernails—he d found this crested maximum arousal in the most reproduci ble fashion—and only
occasionally resorted to aburn or a puncture when he was, asit were, in the highest throes of passion.

By hisfifteenth birthday, Claude wastaller than hisfather by haf afoot and outweighed him by agood
ten pounds. Delmore was drinking more than ever, and the good Rhein wine and whiskey was athing of
the past. He bought his liquor wholesale from amoonshiner who worked in the greenhouse and had a il
in one of the back rooms. Claude continued his Shakespeare, but he knew that the next time Delmore
madeto hit him, hewould have alittle surprise for hisfather. The thought of killing hisfather had become
one of Claude sfavorite fantasies, and he now carried an extendable knife with him whenever he went to
recite theimmortal lines of the bard before Delmore.

But Claude never got the chance. One evening, after they’ d both come home from work, Delmore had
goneinto the bathroom, taking his bottle of liquor dong with him. About five minutes later, Claude heard

acry.

“Oh shit, oh no!” screamed Delmore. Claude rushed into the bathroom to find his father on his knees,
bent down by the toilet. The bowl of the toilet was bright red with arterial blood.

“I’'vebusted agut. Ah God, I’'m ruined!” cried Delmore. Claude watched in fascination as hisfather
crawled out of the bathroom and into the living room, leaving atrail of blood behind him.

“It'sal coming out of my ass,” hisfather moaned. “I’ m bleeding out of my ass”



Delmore turned around three timesin the living room, asif he were adog preparing to lie down. Then he
collgpsed in apuddle of hisown blood. After amoment, Claude bent down and felt no pulsein his
father’ s neck.

Amazing, he thought. He sat down in one of theliving-room chairs.
“No Shakespeare tonight,” he said.

Claude thought about thisfact for awhile. And then he thought of dl the nightsin hislife that would
suddenly be empty of obligation. If he wanted them to be. He could do anything he wanted now, and no
one could stop him.

Twenty-one

Roger Sherman knew something was terribly wrong when his ex-wife contacted him through the grist.
They had not spoken in months.

“And towhat do | owe thishonor?’ Sherman said. There was more acid in his voice than he had
expected. The split had been hisfault, after al. There was no way any woman with sense would have
stayed with him during his black period ten e-years ago.

“I wouldn't bother you while you' re on duty, Roger, but | think this may be important.”
“What isit, Dahlia?’

“Something is happening a the hospital, and | wanted your input,” Dahlia continued. With practiced ease,
helet himsdf dip entirely into the virtuality so that he could talk to Dahliaface-to-face. Ingtantly hewasa
hovering presence in the New Miranda hospital emergency ward.

One of Dahlia s aspects was working near abed where araving woman was being strapped down by
orderlies. Dahliaquickly laid ahand on the woman' s head and—Sherman knew—sent tranquilizing
agorithms swarming under the woman’s skin and into her grist pdlicle. Thiskind of direct grigt-to-grist
intervention was something only doctors were licensed to do in the outer system.

“More than fifty thousand bland camels through the needle of destiny,” the woman screamed. “1 saw it! |
saw the brick fal!”

Then the tranquilizers began to take their effect.

“I saw it, | tell you.” Thewoman'’s eyedlids began to droop. “ Thereisn't anybody who says that man can't
cook . ..” And she was adleep.

“What iswrong with her, Dahlia?’ Sherman said. Nobody in the hospital heard him, of course, since he
wasn't redly here. He was speaking convert-to-convert in the virtudity with his ex-wife. The bodily
aspect that was an emergency-room doctor in the hospital continued to minister to her patient. There was
lots more to Dahlia, besides—both here on Triton and elsewhere, on the moons of Jupiter. Sherman’s
ex-wifewasafull-scae LAP, after dl.

“I was hoping you could help mewith that,” Dahliaanswered, avoicein hisear. “ Thisisthefifteenth
patient who has been brought in today with exactly these symptoms. Incoherent babbling. Partia 1oss of
motor control.”

“I ill don't understand why you cdled me.”



“These peopl€ sBrocagrist isgoing haywire,” Dahliasaid. “It' savery rare condition.”
“Have you ever seen it before?’
“Once—and that was a nano lab tech who got into some very bad grist. The etiology was quite clear.”

Sherman turned his attention back to the patient. She was adegp now, but various musclesin her neck
and jaw continued to twitch.

“Fifteen,” Dahliarepeated. “ Has something gotten |oose from the military base?’
“What do you mean?’
“I"'m talking about military grist, Roger.”

For amoment, Sherman considered the possibility. But the safeguards at the base wererigid, and he
made sure they were completely enforced. Suddenly, Sherman felt a great weariness descend upon him.

“Ohno.”

“What did you say?”’

“It'sbegun.”

“What are you talking about, Roger.”
“Thisisan attack.”

“An attack?’

“From the Mg, Dahlia”

“You can't be serious.”

Sherman pulled himsdlf partialy from the virtudity. He gazed up into the dark blue Triton sky. “I’ll have
Magor Theory send you all the information we have on this sort of wegpon.”

“A wegpon? So it ismilitary grist.” Dahliawas now only avoicein Sherman’s ear. She might aswell
have been on the other side of the solar system. | guess that was adways the problem, Sherman thought.
But then hismind turned to practica matters.

“I haveto go.”

“Roger, why would anyone do such athing?’

“Communicationswarfare.”

“Surely you're. . . exaggerating.”

“Maybe s0. Maybe it’ s a coincidence that the Broca grist of fifteen people went smultaneoudy haywire.”
“Isthere an antidote?’

“No.”

“What?'



“No known antidote. Dahlia, | haveto go.”
“But Roger, it'syour damned Army that—"
“I haveto go.”

He cut the connection. He supposed he' d angered and hurt her once again. There wastoo much to do to
worry about that. He had given her the information she requested. That should be enough.

It had never been enough.
Twenty-two

Sherman took a hopper from the base and navigated his way through New Miranda by a series of leaps
from one landing pad to another. The legp padswerelaid out in aseemingly erratic order, but Sherman
was familiar with them and knew the best pattern to get himself home quickly.

New Mirandawas a city of spires. The neo-Gothic rdigious leanings of thefirst settlers had combined
with the low gravity of their new world to produce an architecture that was unique and, at times,
breathtaking. There were some apartment buildings here and there, but for the most part each resident on
Triton had hisor her own spire, that is, families and familiar units did. There was plenty of space, and the
power from the Mill produced an abundance of energy to power construction grist, which wasthe
amplest and most efficient nano in thefirst place.

In mogt of the spires, thefirst five floorswere fully pressurized and protected. They were usudly given
over to gardens and fountains. New Mirandabilled itsalf asthe“ Garden City,” and therewas afriendly
competition among the more affluent resdentsin that regard. Of course, thisled to afew aesthetic
horrors. But there was aprofessiona class of dlite gardenerswho were strongly influenced by the
Greentree priest (and gardener) Father Capability, and many of the gardens were justly regarded as
works of art. These were another tourist attraction on Triton, aong with the nitrogen rains outside.

We seem to like going to extremes, Sherman thought as he completed another bounce in his hopper.
Above the fifth floors was where most of the citizenry lived. These quarters could rise up for many
hundreds of feet, and it wasn’t uncommon for aspire to have thirty or more floors, although the people
normaly lived inonly asmall portion of it. The spireswere it from the ground, and there were lightsin a
few windows. Once or twice ayear, ice vulcanism near the south pole produced geysers of carbon ash
that shot up into the atmosphere for miles. The ash was carried toward the equator as athin, black dust.
The bottoms of the spires were gray or white, but their tips were always coated with a matte black ash,
asif they were great pensthat had been dipped in agraphite ink. Even with the twinkling lights here and
there, from above, New Miranda appeared rather ominous. The streets were barely bigger than
sdewalks. Everyone traveled by hopper, or stayed at home and traveled through the grit.

With eeven bounces, Sherman was home. Hisfind bounce was extremely precise (with caculations
handled by his convert portion) and landed him, with asmall attitude correction, on asmall pad extended
from the side of hisand Dahlia s spire. Even though it was more of atower, Sherman till thought of it as
“the house”

Sherman lived on the thirty-third to the thirty-fifth floors. The truth was, he confined himsdlf to a couple of
rooms on floor thirty-four. Sherman had spent the last ten years as abachelor, and every year he seemed
to require less personal space. But, on Triton, every citizen of a certain standing was required to keep up
agarden. What had once been civic duty had become a pleasure to Sherman, thanksto hisfriendship
with Andre Sud, who had been tending Sherman’s garden until he’ d gone on sabbatical over ayear ago.
Sherman’ s garden was on the first five floors, and it was consdered one of the prime gardenson



Triton—at least ithad been when Andre was the gardener. Lately it had been going to seed. The priest
whom Andre had gotten to replace himsdf, while a nice woman, just didn’t have Andre s genius.

A small airlock wasin place between the house and the landing pad. Sherman entered the e-mix of his
home, went to the kitchen, and poured himself aglass of Merlot.

Hetook asip, consdered the glass. He finished off the rest of the winein one gulp, then shunted into the
virtudity.

Tonight was the New Miranda Town Meet—called into emergency session by the mayor. Sherman had
ahdl of areport to deliver.

They weren't going to likeit.

The New Miranda Town Meset occurred nightly—that is, every Tritonian night, which lasted two and
three-quarter e-days. The mayor and chief recorder were the only people who must be physicaly
present in some form, and the rest, like Sherman, attended in the virtudity. The virtudity was crowded
and smoke-filled. Therewas an air of tension owing to the emergency nature of tonight’s session, but this
did not keep theloca politicians from their usual pleasantries and rituals. Somehow this provided abit of
comfort to Sherman. No matter what happened, he could never imagine these undisciplined outer-system
democrats turning into the toadies who served Amés s Interlocking Directorate.

He had timed his entrance to avoid some of the preliminaries, and he popped in just asthe discusson
was turning toward externa affairs—and the coming confrontation with the Met. Hewas on the
right-hand side of the Free Integrationist section, in his customary hard-backed chair.

“I might add,” continued the current speaker, “that there are good reasonsto pay the information tariffs,
evenif they arenot judt, at the base.”

Sherman leaned so that he could look around the tall man who sat in front of him and saw that the
speaker inthewell was Shelet Den, amember of the Motoserra Club. The Club members could all trace
their ancestry back to Uranus' s Miranda, and some of them went back to the original Argentine
commune whence the Miranda settlement had originaly come.

A chorus of disapprova rose from the Free Integrationists, and others, but Den bulled onward.

“Those of uswho have been around these parts a bit longer, those who have more of astakein thisfair
moon, are ableto redlize that there are times when you have togo along to get along. The Met buys our
goods and, | might argue, sdlling them power and semi-oreis, in away, atax uponthem . After dl, no
onetruly hasaright to the bounty of nature. It should be enjoyed by dl.”

What an amazing cookery of logic, Sherman reflected. He hadn’t imagined that M otoserra aristocratic
communalism might be used to judtify afifty-five percent tax on al prime-rated merci events and shows.

“Why don't we just give them our lovers, too!” shouted aFree Integrationist wag. “ Give’ em your wife,
Shelet! Share and share dike.”

“I am merely saying—" But abell sounded, and Den’ stime was, mercifully, up. Someone passed
Sherman acigar, and he dutifully fired it up.

The next spesker was a Free Integrationist, and Sherman felt aglimmer of hope—which, upon seeing
who the speaker was, quickly died. Mdlarmé de Ronsard wasF.1., true, but he was also across
member of thelocal tribe of Neo-Fare poets, the Eighth Chakra. Although most people chooseto
represent themsalvesin the virtuaity with the same face they had in actudity, one could, of course,



choose anything. De Ronsard manifested himsalf asaburst of shining golden light outlined with ared
corona. In the center of the light was ablack holein the shape of a heart.

“I should like to begin tonight with apoem | wrote expressing our solidarity with our free-convert
brothers and sisters and against the tyranny of alaw that keeps them enchained. Ahem.”

De Ronsard proceeded to recite a poem:

“ Freedom, writhing like the tendrils of the dawn
Burns this pale coating of skin,

This rubber of conceal ment,

From our frame of reason, and we stand
Revealed.

Under the skin we are one,

And we shall rise with the dawn

Of new hope, new light, together,

And shall, hand in hand,

Show the very sun a thing or two

About brightness.

And blind those—'

Here, de Ronsard became more agitated and the golden light turned bright yellow.

“ —Blind those who oppress our choice by the rays of light,
The particles of hope,

Bursting forth from our own eyes.

Bursting with this new dawn

Of freedom!”

De Ronsard paused, and Sherman fought an urge to sneeze. All that talk of the sun, perhaps, combined
with de Ronsard’ siconic presence.

“Freedom isthe destiny of every sentient being,” de Ronsard continued. “ Be they flesh. Or be they
agorithmic. Be they anything that lives and bregthes.”



He' sjust insulted every free convert in the room, Sherman thought. Sherman happened to know that one
of the free-convert colloquialisms for a bodily aspect was a*“ breather.” But aquick check showed that
de Ronsard was actudly spesking in the Arts didect of Basis, so the fault might lie with the trandating
grigt, and theinsult be unintentiond.

“When it comesto freedom, there can be no compromise. When the bully is confronted, he shall back
down. When right isright, might cannot prevail!”

Oh yeah? thought Sherman. Maybe somebody should have told that to Genghis Khan. Would have
stopped himin histracks.

“How much freedom will you take for a pound of tomatoes?’ cried someonein the back of the hall.
“I'll doubleit!” yelled another.

De Ronsard glared defiantly in the direction of thefirst voice. “I'll have you know this, Meanga—shout
al you want. Anything is better than thosedung pies you call poems! Y ou areincapable of the expresson
of adog, much lessasentient being of refined sentiment, you son of ayak, you—"

“Bow wow wow!” shouted Melanga.

“Youtwo takeit outsde,” said the mayor, cutting in. De Ronsard and Melanga continued screaming at
one another until the mayor nodded to the recorder, and both poets were summarily tuned out of the
proceedings. Ingtantly, the well was empty.

The Neo-Flare tribe model ed themsal ves on the poet Beat Myers, who had perished in the sun centuries
before. Every oncein awhile, some group of them or another would get together and plungein
themselves, completely missing the point that the last thing Myers wanted was to take that dive. But poets
weren't exactly known for their logica ability.

Thoreau Delgado rose among the Free Integrationists, and the mayor recognized him. Delgado was
known asthe Thin Man, both for hisname and for his size, which was entirely Triton-adapted. If tall
Thoreau Delgado ever visted Earth—which was highly unlikely since he had never been off Triton,
except in the virtuaity—he would have immediately crumpled like a crushed ba sawood construction.
Delgado was the leader of the Free Integrationists on Triton.

“I would like to apologize for some of the excesses of my colleague,” Delgado said. “ For, though excess
in the cause of freedom may beno vice, it certainly hasthe virtue of hating al other discusson and cdling
alot of goddamn attention to itself.”

Some onein the Clinica section hissed at Delgado’ s use of the wordgoddamn, but the hall quieted
down.

“Theissue before usisasmple one,” Delgado continued. “It iswhether or not to pay a portion of atax
that his been placed on us by agovernment to which we have, in the past, subscribed and whose benefits
we have undoubtedly enjoyed. The question before usisthis. Have those benefits begun to be
outweighed by this burden? Indeed, have—as | believe—those benefits dtered themsalves or ceased
atogether? In other words, are we getting what we' re paying for out of the Met?

“Some have cast thisasamora conflict. It isthe daveholders of the inner system againgt us, the
champions of liberty. While | have agreet ded of sympathy for this position—"

Here therewasalow chorusof “boos’ from the right side of the hall, but it did not grow louder than a
murmur.



“—while | sympathize, | cannot, asyet, cast the problem in that light. The Situation of the free converts of
the Met isa complicated one. Some are, indeed, held in conditions of intolerable servitude, and this must

Cheersfrom the F.I. section, joined by an assortment of others acrossthe Meet Hall.

“But | am till of the hope, perhapsforlorn, that change can be brought about by areform of the system,
and not by itsdissolution. | would say to you that avote for the resolution that is before uswould be a
message containing that fervent hope and desire. To the Interlocking Directorate, we would be saying:
Hear us out. We have aproblem. But it is a problem we wish to discuss. The resolution is not worded as
an ultimatum. On the contrary, it isarequest for clarification, asuggestion for compromise. I, mysdf, am
agreat believer in compromise, whenitisin the cause of justice. Half apieis, very often, better than no
pieadl.”

After Delgado spoke, there was a vote. Sherman voted “aye,” along with most of the other Free
Integrationists, and the latest in astring of antitax initiatives went down in the law books of Triton.

Next, there were a series of sector reports, and when the time came for Wesather, Sherman rose to
speak. Hefet acam readinessto say what must be said.

“What | cantell you,” he said in hisusud gravelly tone (it would be amplified), “isthat current conditions
are good. We' ve got sufficient heat production to meet our needs and then some. All export quotas
should be met within the next week or so. We ve noticed afew radioactivity fluctuations on the planet
surface, but thisis nothing to be worried overly about. It fallswithin standard deviation parameters, and
shouldn’t have any chaotic effects on the Ey€e srotation rate or wind speeds.” Sherman ended with his
customary locution: “The Blue Eyeis open for business, ladies and gentlemen.”

These were the words of the first engineer, old Janry Craig, when she flipped the switch that first set the
Mill to spinning, nine years ago.

The report was accepted, and a question and answer period followed. The only question came from the
mayor himsdlf. Frank Chan was short and squat. Despite his amost pure Chinese ancestry, he managed
to look like a cigar-chomping wise guy from some ancient gangster show. His eyes were two perfect
amondswith preternaturdly tiny pupils, asif hewere perpetudly caught in bright light. Histhin hair was
parted near the top of hisround head, and his ears stuck out on either side like handles. Chan had one of
the most perceptive minds on Triton, though, and this bodily aspect was merdly the front man for aLAP.
Chan had told Sherman he was going to ask the “big question” tonight.

“I would like to draw on the other side of your expertise,Colonel, ” Chan said, emphasizing Sherman’s
honorific. “We ve al seen reports on the merci of the Department of Immunity Enforcement Divison
shipsthat are on their way to Ganymede. | would like to hear your assessment of the current, er, security
gtuation on Triton.”

“Well, ar,” said Sherman. “ That isaquestion that I’ m trying to answer even aswe speak. | don't want to
go into specifics—" And broadcast the exact fortifications of Triton across the merci, Sherman thought.
“—but | can say that preparations are being made to protect our interests. Extensive preparations.”

“That isexactly what | was hoping to hear,” Chan replied. “ And can you, without going into lengthy
explanations which would be far too technical for me, at least, characterize what sort of threat we might
face? That is, should our current negotiation, which | have every hope for, not succeed, or should it be
taken thewrong way . . . Snce such things do happen on occasion.”

Thiswas Chan’ssignd that the time had comefor alittle plain talking. It was as direct aquestion as



Sherman had ever heard the man utter.

“There are severd waysto attack Triton with amilitary force,” Sherman said. He heard the intake of
breath across the room. The words had been uttered. Military. Attack. The words Chan had been afraid
to ssy—hell, the words everybody rightly blanched from. But the truth, nonethel ess. “ The most obvious
move would be to set up some kind of blockade or embargo. But that would be adifficult thingtodoin
thelong run, and | don’t expect it, to tell you the truth. That is much more likely in the Jovian loca
sysem.”

“Why not here?” Chan sat back and took a drag on his smoke. The mayor was back in his own element,
now that the difficult political subject had been broached and the Meet was discussing the technica
detailsof it.

“Two reasons. Thefirg isthe problem of information. There’sno way to blockade information, what
with the merci and the Army’ sknit. And it isatruism back at the Point—West Point, | mean—that
where information can flow, ordnance and goods can eventudly follow. My other reason isabit more
subjective. It' s Director Amés himsdlf. I’ ve given the man abit of study. A blockadeisnot hisstyle.”

“Style? In an attack?’
“Ohyes,” Sherman replied.
“So what do you expect Director Amésto do, should it cometo it?’

Sherman fingered the bone of his chin. He was dways clean-shavenin virtud. “I don’t know,” he said.
“He might go &fter the Mill.”

The Meet gave a collective gasp.

“But he wouldn't want to detroy it, not if he didn’t have to. The Mill iswhy you would want to teke
Triton inthefirgt place. That and the location.”

“But we're practically on the edge of the solar system.”

“And what lies on the red edge of the system?’ Sherman asked. “Or, | should say, who?”

“The cloudships. That isthe cloudships domain.”

“If you want to rule the outer system,” Sherman said, “you have to bring the cloudshipsto their knees.”
“But that’s—’

“Impossible? Tell that to Ameés.”

Chan took hiscigar from his mouth and carefully ashed it. He put agood two inchesinto the ashtray. The
man knows how to smoke a cigar, Sherman thought, evenif it sonly avirtual representation of astogie.

“Y ou'retaking about agenerd war, Sr,” Chanfinaly said.

So. Here was the moment. It was al he' d been thinking about since he' d discovered that the Met was
willing to useits military to enforce itsinsane tax requirements.

It was the overarching concern that shaped all of Sherman’s preparations.

But when the time came to say the words, Sherman hesitated for amoment. In away, even though they



were just words, saying them made something redl.

Ah, hell, I don’'t believe in magic, Sherman thought. Words are just words until there are actions to back
them up.

“Systemwidetotal war,” he sad.

“Surdly ...

“It'snot my job to comment on such athing’ slikelihood, only to consider the possibility and plan for it.”
“But what canwedo, if . . . he. .. the Director wants one? What can Triton do?’

“We can gart by protecting oursalves. That’ s our first duty, asamatter of fact. My first duty, and that of
my soldiers. That isadifficult enough task. And if we succeed with that . . . well, then, we work
outward.”

“Colond Sherman!” A strong, clear voice from the middle of the Meet Hdll. It was Kai Mfud, the leader
of the Trade Economists, and the de facto representative of most of Triton’s middle-management types.

“Chair recognizes Dr. Mfud,” said Chan.

“Colond Sherman,” Mfud continued smooathly, “ surely thereis no cause for such extremerhetoricin
these chambers. Perhaps you would do better to confine yourself to the weether. That isyour rolein this

body, after all.”

“I was merdly answering aquestion,” Sherman replied.
“The colond iscorrect,” Chan said. “It was | who asked him to comment on these matters.”

“But you did not ask the colond for acall to arms, Sir,” said Mfud. “And that iswhat | believe | have just
heard.”

Sherman swore under his breeth, but maintained a calm demeanor. He might didike Mfud, but the man
was not some spuittering poet. He represented | egitimate interests.

Sherman dowly stood up. Met war ships were on the way to the outer system. The facts seemed so plain
and clear. There was nothing to do but lay them on the table.

“Y ou believe that you have heard acdl to ams? Y ou believe that I’ m exciting the unstable and
irresponsibly aggrandizing myself and my place on Triton without considering what the effects might be on
the citizenry and the economy? Isthat it, Sr? Well, | must tell you that | take such charges very serioudly.

| am an officer in the Federd Army of the Planets, and if such charges aretrue, thenitismy obligation
not only to repudiate them, but to immediately resign my post and my commission.”

“Colond, | didn’'t mean—" Mfud began, but Sherman cut him off.

“War,” said Sherman, “isidiocy by other means. | am not in favor of idiocy. | am not infavor of it, Sr. As
ameatter of fact, | consider it my personal obligation, my reason for existence, if you want to know the
truth of it, to fight idiocy at every turn. That iswhy | became asoldier in thefirst place. To mitigate the
effectsof idiocy. If thereisto beawar, it will be the supremest act of idiocy that has perhaps occurred in
the history of humankind. | am againgt it, Sr. Indterably opposed. But, | tdl you this, that if it should
come down to it—if, in fact, idiocy hasits day—then the worst possible response leading to the most
horrible of outcomeswill be to respond with idiocy of our own.”



Sherman patted himself on theleg, asif he weretrying to make sure that he wasredly there, listening to
himsdlf express these thoughts that had been brewing quietly for so many months.

“To do nothing isto become afooal,” he continued. “To provoke such apotentialy dangerousfoeisto
become afool. The only response, as| seeit, ladies and gentlemen, isto remain wary. To keep our eyes
open. To prepare for the worst. If someone has a better suggestion, let him make it. But, for the moment,
my courseis clear. Amésis not going to take my moon, my home, without apriceto himsdf. And | aim
to makethat price dear. Now, it iswithin power of thisbody to remove me from my office. That isa
power granted to al local bodies of asufficient size over the Federal Army. It isone of the things that
marks us as adifferent sort of military organization than the Department of Immunity Enforcement
Divison. Y ou may demand my immediate reassgnment, and it will be acted on forthwith by my
superiors.”

“Wewill do nothing of the sort,” Chan said, glaring at Mfud dangeroudy.

“Nevertheless, youcan . And Iwill go. | am your servant, and not you mine. That istherole of asoldier
inademocracy. But aslong asyou have me, | pray God that you at least listen to me. And dlow meto
do my job. It may be that you will soon see whether or not | am any good at it. | hope that you won't
have occasion to see. | pray not. But it may come down to it, and soon. That isyour business. But when
and if it does, well, then, ladies and gentleman—that ismine .”

Sherman quickly sat down. Evenin virtua, he was breathing hard. He adjusted the representation
agorithm and fumbled for the remains of hiscigar.

After amoment’ s pause, Chan brought down his gave. “ Thank you for your report, Colond Sherman.
Wewill certainly consider your words carefully.”

And then the Meet moved on to other business. Sherman was about ready to call it an evening and go
back home, when a sudden cry arose from deep in the back benches.

“Allislogt! All of it, dl of it, al!”

Sherman recognized the voice as belonging to Petra 96. She was a free convert who had migrated—if
such were the word for the permanent transferal of acomputer program—from Mars only three years
before. She was always present at Town Meets, but seldom spoke. Nevertheless, Sherman knew she'd
gained respect among the more activist dementsin New Miranda as a patient witness for treating free
converts as fully human entities. She was the director of a day-care center that had gained such a positive
reputation that even some of the Motoserra set sent their young onesthere,

“There’ sno way to oppose him! There' s nothing to do but surrender and take punishment! Listen to me!
Listen! Our father wants so much that we behave ourselves and stop glucking the foo chickens out their
meacintoshes!”

Wheat followed was a stream of more babble. Severa others moved to constrain Petra 96, but nothing
would shut her up. Finally, Chan had to sequence her out of the Meet. Thiswas more difficult than it
might be because Petra 96 was pure agorithm and was able to twist and turn in directions that didn’t
normaly exigt for actua people who were only visting the virtudity.

Another grist-based attacked, thistime against afree-convert agorithm.
WEe re not ready for how bad thisis going to get, Sherman thought.
Nobody could be.



Twenty-three

Within two weeks of Claude Schlencker’ sfather’ s death, Claude was on Mercury, studying at the
speciad school. His scholarship offer had expired, but in view of Claude s orphan status, the Asap
Gymnasium accepted him without tuition on aprovisond bass. And for the remainder of Claude' slife,
which would be along one, the particular part of his persondity that resded in Claude Schlencker’s
body would never leave Mercury again.

His classes at Asgp were much more difficult than they had been back in the armature. For thefirst time,
Claude found himself chalenged by the schoolwork. He did nothing but study the first month he was
there, going to class and returning to his dorm to do catch-up work that the teachers had assgned him.
Hetook thingsalittle easer after hisfirst tests came back with high marks, but he never forgot the fact
that he was at the gymnasium provisionaly and, if his scholarship were not renewed, he would have
absolutely nowhere to go but to hisold job back in the armature.

The Asap students were asmart bunch, and dl of them were from what, to Claude, seemed rich families.
Hefdt adight pang of regret, because there was redlly no one dumb enough at the gymnasium for him to
punish and show the error of hisways. At least, no one he had found yet.

In his second semester, Claude had anew class, which he' d never taken before, music. Theteacher's
name was Eynor Jensen, and he was a no-nonsense sort from the very first day of class. He taught music
asif it were ascience, and Claude liked his strictly logica gpproach. The man, himsdlf, seemed without
emotion, other than an occasiond twitch of irritation. He assigned Claude to learn the piano, and Claude
took to it quickly. By the end of the term, he had become an excellent sight reader, and his memorization
skillswere legendary among the other students. Claude found himsdlf spending more and moretime
practicing at the piano. He even constructed a specia virtua instrument and playing roominthe grist.
There he could sit and work away at scales and bits of pieces until hisfingers bled, and he wouldn't have
to worry about staining areal piano’skeys. He had long ago learned how to strip the feedback monitors
off of virtudity Smulationsand fed the grist with maximum intensity.

It was s0 ordered, music was. They had begun with traditional Western theory, athough Jensen claimed
thiswas only anecessary stage the students must eventually pass through to arrive at the truest wonders
of atonality and dissonance. Thetone of what iscalled low C vibratesin an e-mix of gases at Sixty-four
times per second. At the sametime, if thetoneis madein apipe or struck upon astring, theportions of
that length vibrate aswell, producing overtones. The overtones go on to an infinity in geometric
progresson. Half of apipe vibrates, athird, aquarter, and onward. At one-half the length of the
pipe—say, an organ pipe—you get the same note, only an octave higher. This“haf-pipe’ isvibrating at
128 undulations per second. At one-third the length, you get the second most powerful overtone. Thisis
the G above higher C. It isafifth above and is called the dominant, becauseit’ s the dominant overtone,
after Citsdf. Thefirg Cisthetonic.

If you then take that G and make it the tonic—play it on another pipe, say, which is shaped to makea G
note, its dominant overtone will bea D, which isafifth above the second G overtone that the pipe will be
producing aong with the primary sound. If you continue doing this, you will work through precisely
twelvenotesindl: C, G, D, A, E, B, F sharp, C sharp, G sharp, D sharp, A sharp, F and then C again.

To Claude, thisall came as arevelation. The beauty of the system was directly tied to its physics and, for
Claude, more importantly, its agorithmic language. Music happened because the world was arranged in a
certain way. It arose out of the world. And then Jensen played Mozart for the class, and Claude realized
that, though music arose from the world, it was not necessaxily of it. There was something el se happening.
Something better. Something above. Using the precision and order of nature, beauty could be produced,
could comeinto being. If you began with a set of unifying principlesthat were al consstent with one



another, you could work variations upon them that participated in that consistency and precision, but
which were novd.

It was exactly the opposite of everything hislife had been so far. For thefirst time, Claude felt abit of the
anxiety that gripped his ssomach loosen (he had never even redlized it wasthere before). There was
something that could be done about the mess of life. Claude signed up for Jensen’ s advanced class, and
found himsalf devoting most of hisfree timeto practicing the piano and working on theory and
compostion.

Toward the end of the term, Jensen caled Claude into his office. The room was as orderly as the man.
Then Jensen lit acigarette. When he saw Claude s surprise, he cracked athin amile.

“My cigarettes are like Western tondity,” he said. “A bad habit | can’t seem to get rid of "

He motioned for Claude to sit down, and Jensen remained standing next to his desk, without leaning
upon it for support.

“I have abit of aproposition for you, Claude,” Jensen said. “Asyou know, we' re somewhat
forward-looking here at Asap. Willing to try new things. We want the best for our students.”

“Yes, gr,” Claudereplied.
“Y ou're on scholarship, aren’'t you?’
13 Ya I aﬂ_”

“Thepoint isthis.” And now he did lean againg his desk dightly. “ The gymnasium has been approached
with anideafor teaching. It'sanew ideg, and | think it has some merit. So does Headmistress Volars,
for that matter. We thought, before we implemented it with the regular students. . . | mean, the other
students, we might try it out on someonewho had . . . aspecid ability, but someonewhom. . . wdll, if
theideadoesn’t work out, it would be better if the student’ s parents did not complain to the board, or
even withdraw their child. If you seewhat | mean?’

“| undergtand, sr.”

“Wall, then.” Jensen ashed his cigarette, took ashort drag, then ashed it again. “What it comes down to
isthat this new stuff, this nanogrist, has alowed the computer programmersto do some rather
remarkable thingswith what iscalled artificid intelligence.”

“I know something about that,” Claude said. In fact, he had severd a.i. programs as serving algorithmsin
some of hisvirtua congtructions. He had not been particularly impressed with their red intelligence,
except for doing complicated arithmetic and playing games that were based on complications of adding
and subtracting.

“Infact,” said Jensen, “some of these computer geniusesin the lab here in Bach have come up with. . .
something that is causing quite adtir. I1t'samusic composition program called Despacio.”

“I'veheard of it,” said Claude. “But | haven't heard any of the music it makes.”

“Wall, I happen to have some of the files available. Desk, would you play one of the Despacio pieces?
The portion of the piano sonata?’

“Theonecalled A4?' sad the disembodied voice of the office desk.



“That’ sthe one.”

They were dlent, with Claude sitting and Jensen standing. After amoment’ s pause, the room filled up
withmusc.

For amoment, it seemed ugly to Claude—perhaps some of the dissonance school works that Jensen had
played samples of in the advanced class. And then something happened, the atondities came together,
and Claude could have sworn he was hearing arainstorm. He could even pictureit, though he' d never
seen actua rain before. Then came low thunder, sonorous and warm on the horizon. A couple of bolts of
lightning. Then the storm passed. The music beat quickened and the key—if that’ swhat you could call
it—changed. The smoke-gtde office suddenly fdt freshened, full of life. The music faded, off, faded, then
returned to medium intengity and ended, not with aflourish, but with afina statement, asif to say: This
will continue, thisfreshness, whenever you remember this song.

“File A4, complete,” said the desk. Claude and Jensen did not speak for amoment, then Claude said,
“It' swonderful. Are you sure acomputer program wrote that?’

“It' swell documented,” Jensen replied.

“I’'m impressed, sr,” said Claude, wondering if that’ s what Jensen wanted to hear. Perhaps he wastrying
out the Despacio on a scholarship student before springing it on aclass of rich kidswho might get
offended and run tell their parents that Mr. Jensen was making them listen to corrupting tuff.

“Thethingis,” Jensen said, “that this Despacio program isnot really aprogram at al. Not in the way we
think of programs.” Jensen ground out his cigarette and immediately lit another. “Y ou see, they’ve
managed to copy ahuman being. That is, copy over the human brain. Into the grist.”

“So this Despacio program isacopy of aperson?’

“Not exactly,” said Jensen. “These ali. people wanted more. They wanted to go one better, they clam.
It sactudly severd people—severa prominent composers and performers—sort of mixed together.
With added programming of their own. They claim to have run the program through asort of smulated
evolutionary process. It' sdl very complicated and has lots of quantum thingsinvolved that perhapsyou
understand, but which | do not. The upshot is, they claim this program is conscious. They claim it knows
that it iswriting music, thet it understands what musicis”

“What do you think, Sir?’

“Y ou heard the piece. Unlessthisis some daborate hoax, I'minclined to agree. It may not be ahuman
being, but it certainly isamusician. And agreat one.”

“| ill don’t seewhat thishasto dowith me, Sr.”

Two quick drags, ash, ash. “Yes, well, Mr. Schlencker, | am getting to that. These ai. people are the
ones who gpproached the school. They say they are not content for the program to merely compose.
They want it to interact with other musicians. To teach. They have offered to take on severd Asap
students as pupils. Or, | should say, it has”

[13 It?!
“Depacio.”

“Andyouwant me. . .to—



“Take lessons with it. Three times aweek, two hours asession. It would be what you could do next
semester ingtead of taking independent piano with me.”

Claude thought about it amoment. Lessons from whoever or whatever wrote the A4 Sonatahe’ d just
heard. The sonatawas amazing. It would be like taking lessons from Beethoven. Or Mozart.

“I'dredlly liketo do that, Sr,” he heard himsdlf saying.
Jensen crushed out his second cigarette. “Good then,” he said. “Y ou start tomorrow.”
Twenty-four

It was avirtud sitting room with the most amazing re-creation of agrand piano that Claude had ever
seen. The big letters above the keyboard read:

BERKHULTZ

Helater learned that this was the name of afamous programmer of virtud instruments. The sunlight
streaming through the heavy curtains of the window waslow and of awan character, likeasunrisein
winter on Earth might have been.

“S0,” said Despacio, when Claude appeared, “you are the one they sent to try me out.”
“I don't imaginethat | am trying you out, Sir,” said Claude.

“What isit you imagine then?’ Despacio appeared today as a middle-aged man with agoatee and a
monocle. He was dressed in ssimple black and white. Claude wasto learn that this was only one of
severd manifestations, and that Despacio did not picture himsdf—he was definitely maein dl his
appearances—as a particular person in aparticular body at all.

“I think that | am very lucky to have an amazing chance,” Claude said. “Maybe ahistoric one.”

Despacio gazed at him through his monocle glass for amoment with acold, blue eye. “Evenif you area
young man who isfull of shit,” hefindly said, “you are probably right. Let usbegin. Sit at the piano with
m"

And with that, the lessons commenced. At first they worked on nothing but technique. Despacio was
gppalled a Claude' s and set him to doing a complicated series of exercisesfor severd weeks. Themusic
was pretty enough, but it was only ameansto build Claude sfinger strength and dexterity.

Claude went at it with intengity, nonetheless, and one day after a particularly complicated run Despacio
grunted, sat back on the piano bench beside Claude, and said, “ Y es, well, enough of that.” And then he
began to teach Claude how to play music.

They worked through piece after piecein what, to Claude, seemed an entirely random order. First Bach,
then some blues, then Debussy followed by a Zipper tune-wander from the twenty-third century.
Contrapunta early music. Rezik’ sClabberwerks. But in each piece, Despacio chalenged Claude to fedl
the music, to learn to see through the notation, to even see through the touch of hisfingers againgt the

keys.

“Y ou haveto go indgdethe piano,” Despacio said. “Y ou have to respond to it before it even makesa
sound.”

“ Bl,lt—”



“But, nothing, young man. WEe re not talking mysticism. Not yet. We re talking about understanding what
musicis. Itisn't what you play. It'swhat you find. Like mathematics. Exactly like mathematics. It s out
there, and al you doisexploreit.”

Claudedidn't redlly see what Despacio was getting at, but he applied himself diligently, tried toperceive,
at lead, if not tofed.

Then, as abruptly as he’' d ended the finger exercises, Despacio called ahdt to the learning of new pieces.

“My verson of theWell-Tempered Clavier has certainly shown itsworth,” he said. “Now we at least
know what we re dealing with. Go away, now, Claude. | haveto think.”

“But, | don't. . . arethelessonsover? Have | failed?’ Claude suddenly felt the old anxiety clenchitsfist
around his gut again. For amoment, he prepared himsdlf for Despacio to hit him.

“No,” replied Despacio. “Please be a your next lesson on schedule.”
“Areyou sure. | could—"

“Good-bye, Claude. Day after tomorrow.”

“I'll ... dl right. I'll be here”

Claude shunted back to his dorm room feeling asif he' d been hit in the head with awooden beam. He
spent the next day fretting, and showed up for the following lesson exactly on time. Despacio was waiting
in the sitting room as usua, but there was something profoundly different. With astart, Claude redlized
that the Berkhultz grand was gone. Now there was only atable and two chairs. Despacio was Sitting in
one, he motioned for Claude to take the other.

“Thereissomething ingde you,” Despacio began without preamble, “that will not let you play.”

Today the composer was dressed in a plaid shirt and blue jeans. He had grown abig mane of abeard
whose hair was snow-white. Thiswas, Claude knew, his*“Ben Johnston” body.

“| have cometo the conclusion,” he continued, “that we will never make a performer out of you. That is,
you will never be agreat performer, or even avery good one. | don’t know what the problemis, but itis
beyond my skillsto correct.”

“I'm sorry,” Claude said. Again thefigt in his ssomach, clenching.

“Thereisno need to be sorry,” said Despacio. “1 am certain that it is beyond your powersto influence
what has happened to you or the abilities with which you have been born.”

“Yes” said Claude. “I supposeyou'reright, sir.”

“Don't givemethat ‘gr’ bullshit,” Despacio suddenly exclamed. “Don’t you think I’ ve noticed by now
that, with you, ‘Sir’ isaterm of anger, a pointed way of stabbing out using respect as awegpon?’

Claudewas slent. He didn’t know what to make of Despacio’ s comment.
“It doesn't matter,” said the composer. “What mattersisthis: Do you want to continue with music?’

“Yes,” Claude answered without hesitation.
“WM!



“It's...theonly thing | have”
“Youwill never haveit.”
Agan Claudewasslent.

“But thereis something,” said Despacio. “ Something harder. From now on, you and | are going to work
on composition only, my boy. | think it isthe only way”—he tugged at hisbeard, fixed Claudein his
gaze—"for someonelikeyou.”

Then the cool air-conditioning flowed in Claude' smind. Thefist unclenched. A little.
“I don’t carehow harditis” Claude said. “Sir.”
“Of courseyou don't,” replied Despacio, “because you are a hard thing, yourself.”

Claude crossed hisarms and looked into Despacio’ s eyes, now big and dark. “What isit you want meto
do?’ he asked.
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A Guideto and History of the Met

by Leo Y. Sherman
History of theMet

For severd yearsin the late twenty-fifth century, it ssemed certain that even if it were possible, a
Structure such asthe Met could not be built. The politics were dl wrong; the science and engineering
seemed chancy, if not misguided, to many of the decision-makers of the day. If not for the almost
superhuman drive of Amanda Breadwinner, who would later be the Met’ sfirst chief engineer, the Met
might never have been built.

Breadwinner was born in Dublin, inthe old E.U., in 2429, the daughter of American immigrant writers.
Shegrew up in Ireland, then obtained her graduate education at the Max Planck Ingtitutein Berlin. The
mid twenty-fifth century on Earth was dominated by the ECHO Alliance, a consortium of transnational
information brokers. Growth and commerce, though duggish, were generadly steady. For the artsand
sciences, however, it was an era of stagnation.

Thiswas the century immediately preceding the astonishing 2500s and 2600s when the discoveries of
Merced would revitdize physics from the ground up, and create new technologies that weren't dreamed
of inthe malaise of the 2400s. It was generdly believed around 2450, that al of the fundamental
discoveriesin science had been made, and the task remaining for present scientists was to refine and
reconfirm the work of their predecessors. In the arts, the 2400s are known asthe Ironic Age.

Breadwinner had wanted to be an architect, but was dissuaded after learning that she would not be
licensed to produce a new work until she had produced three perfect copies of previoudy built edifices
on the same scale as the projected new project. Since she had mathematical aptitude, Breadwinner
moved into the sciences and searched until she found an areawhere origind work was being done. And



in the 2400s, the only technological advances that were being made were occurring in thefield of
nanotechnology.

In the pre-grist era, nano was being perfected as amethod of construction, and astonishing feats were
becoming commonplace—that is, in the [aboratory. Because of the odd architectural and structural
engineering practices of the day, new methods of building were looked upon not as forbidden but, worse,
asvulgar and déclassé. Fortunately, by that time construction had begun on thefirgt of the planetary
orbital tethers, and nano was alowed to be used for the completion of their construction. The principles
of “space devators’ had been known since the twentieth century. It was clear even to pre-space-age
humans that putting an enormoudy long string into geosynchronous orbit about the Earth would provide a
much easier and more cost-€effective means of getting out of Earth’ s gravity well than did the
reaction-mass rockets that had then not even made it to the moon.

It was in researching the twentieth century in preparation for some of the background materia for her
thesisthat Breadwinner first discovered away out for her frustrated artistic side.

“For better or worse, those people did not |et the past dictate the terms of the present,” she said. “I
never was much of a philosopher, but | thought this sounded like a pretty good way to live. And if the
world didn't want tolet me. . . well, I knew how to make and use nano, so the world had better watch

Breadwinner entered a series of engineering competitions, and when her designsinevitably lost because
of their new approaches, she, and agroup of nanotechnologica compatriots whom she gathered around
her, built the structures themselves, using micro-ingtantiation processes. In one case, they even built a
bridgein two nights. The winning proposa had outlined afive-year construction period, and a cost
severa million times greater than Breadwinner’s, who financed the construction by sdlling her car, a
persond transport used on Earth at thetime.

Such antics soon brought Breadwinner into conflict with the authorities, in particular with Bron Hofink,
who was the Sub-sub-librarian of Technology in the ECHO Alliance and so, in charge of animmense
bureaucracy that oversaw al mgjor construction on Earth. Hofink was a dedicated postdecadent who
professed to be annoyed by anyone who claimed they could produce “ anything new under thesun.” Ina
famous hearing in the Smithsonian Inditution in Washington, D.C., of Earth, Hofink and Breadwinner
clashed before an audience of several million during abroadcast on the old Web, the el ectromagnetic
predecessor to our merci.

It wasin this hearing that Breadwinner made an offhand comment about the possibility of the Met.
Enraged by Hofink’ s scoffing, Breadwinner proceeded to build a convincing case for the Met inan
extemporaneous tirade (Breadwinner’ stemper was legendary). At the end of the hearing, Hofink yanked
Breadwinner’ sengineering license, but severa influential politiciansin opposition parties were watching
the webcast, and, in the following year, a combination of the Anarchy, State, and Utopia parties swept
the ECHO Alliance away in the planetary eections. Breadwinner, alongtime Anarcho-libertarian, was
given Hofink’ sjob.

Beginning construction on the Met was not as sSmple as salling acar and building abridge on Earth.
Breadwinner proved up to the task, however. Within ten years, she had cgoled and flattered politician
after politician into providing the necessary funds to complete the space tethers and to begin construction
of the Aldiss, the firgt radid-like cable that would connect the Earth and the Moon. In another ten years,
the Aldiss was complete, and was a complete success. Initia construction began on the Digphany. The
year was 2475.

Breadwinner continued in her job until her retirement in 2511, coincidentally the year of Raphael



Merced' s birth. She took the position as the director of the newly established Breadwinner Labswithin
thefirst Met bolsato be constructed on the Digphany, Apiana. It was twenty years later at Breadwinner
Labsthat ayoung engineer named Feur Otto Bring, who suffered from incurable Tourette' s Syndrome,
would obtain hisfirst internship in nanotech congtruction techniques. Bring would soon befired by
Breadwinner after questioning her parentage during alaboratory dispute. Bring would then end up at
Bradbury University on Mars, where he eventualy met Raphael Merced, and the grist aswe know it
today was invented.

Twenty-9x

“The dtuation a the hospita has gotten alot worse, hasn't it?” Sherman was out of the virtudity, back in
his apartment. He spoke to the walls of the spire, and Dahlia s voice answered from a speaker.

Dahlia s voice was the same smoky dto, with the same cold delivery. Since the divorce ten years before,
Sherman had kept in sporadic touch with his ex-wife. They shared two sons, after dl, athough both
children were long gone to their separate fates. It was the desth of Teddy, the eldest, that had led to the
breakup between Sherman and Dahlia. When Teddy died, Sherman’s normal irascible nature had
become, for atime, absolutely odious. Repulsive. It had certainly repulsed Dahlia

“There sahuge crush of incoming patients at the hospitd,” she sad. “Brocagrist breakdown in dl the
patients. Thereare Sixty . . . no, Sixty-two people who have come down with the malady. And that’ s just
those who have been brought in by someone.”

“Communicationswarfare,” Sherman said to his ex-wife through the merci.
“What are you talking about?’

“Y ou attach riders to incoming information. Viruses. In the more sophisticated scenarios, you let them
build up to acertain critical mass. And then something triggers them, either interndly or externdly.”

Sherman bit hislower lip, frowned, touched his chin once more. There was definite real stubble
developing there. Maybe it was time to regrow the beard. Shaving was a pleasure he perhaps would not
havetimefor.

“Theorigina persondity iserased,” hesad.
“| can’t believeit’scometo this, Roger,” shefindly said. “I can’t believe anyoneis cgpable of it.”
“Believeit,” hesad.

“Your people. .. youarrogant . . . I’'m sorry. | shouldn't say such athing. | know you're not like that,
despite everything . . . that you would never—"

“Y ou’ rewrong about that,” Sherman replied. “And | hope that you can get used to the knowledge.” He
took a breath, buttoned his jacket, getting ready to return to the base. “Y ou see, thereis nothing | won't
do to protect those whom I’ m sworn to.Nothing . War is horror. Complete, unmitigated horror. That
horror ismy business. Bringing that horror back to my foe. Causing him to understand the extent of it, the
completeness of what he haswrought. I’ ve never thought otherwise. | hopeyouand| . . . | hope—"

“Waell then,” Dahliareplied. “| guesswe' d both better get back to our jobs.”

Sherman nodded. “Yes.” He wanted to apologize. For something. For everything. He might never speak
with her again. Things were going to get that bad. He knew they were.



“Roger?’ Dahliasaid.
“y e

“Good luck.”

“Thank you.”

“Stop this madness.”
“I will try.”

Thistime Dahliasigned off before he did. And that was that. He would do as she asked. It was asclear a
duty asany other.

His off-duty time was over—it was going to be over for along, long time, Sherman suspected. He made
hisway back to hishopper. Within minutes, he was springing into action over the spires of hiscity and
into theidiocy that it was hisjob to somehow hold at bay.

Twenty-seven

Despacio dipped into his brown study. It was not redlly a study, and it was not really brown, but that
waswhat he cdled it. He was athing not of flesh and blood, and he did not fedl the need to sustain the
illuson when he was done. He imagined this place, his specia place, might seem to aflesh-and-blood
human likeaswim in adtill, muddy lake. There were“regions’ of warmth, and “regions’ of cold, and a
bottom that wasn't really abottom at al, but something shifting that was never the same “shape.” Of
course he had no way of knowing what swimming in alake might actudly fed like.

He considered many things, dl at once. He wastranscribing apiece of hisfor violin. He thought of who
might play it. For amoment, he consdered making it impossble for the human fingersto perform. But
that would be atrick, and Despacio had long ago dispensed with tricks of that kind. Besides, somebody
would probably figure out how to doit. It seemed to him that he had lived along time. There were many
reflections of him in many possble worlds who had died so that he might live. Quantum evolution of
artificid intelligence, one of the programmers had cdled it. But Despacio did not consider these
reflections as flawed. And he did not redlly think they were dead. They were ingde him, membranes
stacked one on top of another and rolled so tightly that they resembled asingle line, asingle entity. But he
fdt ther potentidity, theinfinite possbility within him. All those liveswaiting to cometo lifein hismusic.

Hewas writing anew piece. It wasasmple cycle of songs, taking for text some of the poems of the
American Emily Dickinson. Her versesfit precisdy into the sgnature of ancient church hymns, the
common time. He was enjoying working with the smplicity and the deceptive grace of that form. What
was coming out of his“pen,” though, was an eerie series of melodies that frightened Despacio, though he
did not know why. He did not believe in ghosts, but he believed in something like them when he was
working on hiscycle.

And Despacio wasthinking of his pupil, Claude Schlencker. The young man was devoted to music, and
there was music somewhere in his soul—but how to bring it out? Perhaps Schlencker was best suited to
remaining alistener for the rest of hislife. He had good taste and an excdllent ear. But Claude wanted so
much more.

How am | to giveit to him, Despacio thought, without bresking the man into pieces? There was
something intense—no, something profoundly disturbed —in Schiencker. Did he even want to bring the
music out of the young man? Would it truly be a service to the world? But he could not control that. The



world and Schlencker would make of one another what they would make. The young man had fanatical
discipline. If it were going to be a contest, Despacio pitied the world.

Schlencker gppeared for his next lesson on time as usua. Despacio had settled on his* Ben Johnston”
plaid and jeans outfit as his standard representation while he worked with Schiencker on composition.
The young man was making rapid technica progress, as he aways did. He' d even turned in a couple of
pieces that reflected some emotion—irritation in one, and atrace of . . . not anger, in the other.
Something vigorous and ill content. But for the most part Schiencker was missing the point over and over
again. And Despacio could no longer blameit on alack of kill or menta organization.

Schlencker sat down, winding himsdlf into the chair asif he were awood screw. Despacio sank into the
chair acrossfrom him. He waved afinger, and apair of keyboards appeared on the table, one for each
of them. Then Despacio had a second thought, motioned, and the keyboards disappeared.

“Mr. Schlencker,” said Despacio, “tell meajoke.”

“What?’ Schlencker had, much to Despacio’ s pleasure, dispensed with the‘sirs.” ”
“Something funny.”

“Ajoke joke, you mean?’

“Yes, Claude—" Thiswas Despacio’ sverson of ‘ Sr'—to use Schlencker’ sfirst name. “—ajoke. The
best one you know.”

“I ...l can't think of one”

“Surely you know &t least one joke?’

“I'msurel do, but | can't think of one.”

“Nothing that strikes you as humorous? An observation?’
“No.”

Despacio motioned his own keyboard back. He played ashort trill. He was happy when Schlencker
immediately recognized it as Bach pagtiche, and smiled. Despacio continued with hisimprovised copying
of the master. Schlencker’s smile became a grin. Despacio motioned a keyboard for Schlencker.

“Join me?’

Schlencker thought for amoment, and Despacio gave him acue. He entered in. They spent the rest of
the lesson in wacky imitation.

But Schlencker was ready for him the next time.

“What did the composition program say to the programmer at itsfirst recita?’
Despacio groaned. He' d heard thisone. And heard it and heard it.

“Look, Ma, no hands,” Schlencker said perfunctorily.

“Very funny,” Despacio said. “Now tell me about your mother.”

“I haven't got one,” the young man answered.  She left when | waslittle.”



“What do you remember?’

“Not much. Isthisimportant?’

“Indulge me, Mr. Schlencker.”

“Shewas. . . soft. Too soft. | kind of remember her as being like dough.”
“Soft? And your father was hard?’

“Ohyes”

“But now he' sdead.”

“If you can believe your eyes,” Schlencker replied. “Of course,you haven’t got any.”
“Now that wasfunny, Mr. Schlencker.”

The young man sat back, nonplussed.

“Y ou've seen apsychologist?’

“Yeah. | took sometestswhen | came to the gymnasium.”

Despacio smiled dightly, tugged at hisbeard. “Did you ever tell the psychologist about how you liketo
hurt yourself?” he asked.

Schlencker abruptly stood up. “What? Have you been spying on me?’
“Sit down, Mr. Schlencker. Sit. Just alucky guess.”

“How the hell could you guess something . . . likethat?’

“WE ve been working together for over ayear.”

“Working. That'sdl. Hey, how did you know my dad was dead?”’
“Now thatwas in the dosser they gave me.”

“Oh”

Despacio leaned back in his chair and considered his pupil. “Do you redlize,” he said, “that you could
very well liveto be five hundred years old with the new treatments? Some people—the lucky ones—are
aready five hundred or more. But now, just about everyonewill be. I, on the other hand, am indefinite.
But the point is, both of usare going to be around avery, very long time.”

“yYes”
“How do you suppose, Mr. Schlencker, that we will keep from going mad?’
“Mad? Crazy mad?’

“Crazy mad.”

“I haven't thought about it.”

“I have atheory.”



“yYes”
“Areyou interested?’

Schlencker was quiet for amoment, then said, “1 guess.”
“Music,” said Despacio.

“Do you mean us, persondly?’

“I mean everybody.”

“Peoplewill haveto ligento musc?

“To keep from drifting off. To remember how to fed. To remember how it feelsto think clearly and with
truefeding.”

“Yeah, | guessthat makes sense.”

“When you are five hundred years old, your father will have been dead for four hundred and elghty-two
years”

“| can't wait.”

Despacio leaned forward and motioned on the table' s keyboards.
“Do you hate your father, Mr. Schlencker?’

“Yes,” Schlencker replied. “Yes, | do.”

“Well then. Hatred. Y ou have hatred. Maybe we can find something else. But we' |l start with the hatred.
Y ou' d better never forgetthat if you ever want to write music,” said Despacio. “Now show me what you
brought in today.”
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The Science of theMet

Although the theoretical possibility of space tethers was known in the twentieth century, the materias
sciences were unable to produce a composite with the required tensile strength. Buckyballs had been
invented, but superstrong and superel astic matter had to await the full working out of the principles of
quantum eectro- and chromodynamics, and the nanotech revolution which began in the 2300s and is
continuing to thisday.

By the early 2400s, nanotechnol ogists had united buckyball constructions with superconducting quantum
interference devices (SQUIDs) to create a reproducible molecular chain that displayed quantum behavior



on the macro level. Buckyball SQUIDs behave like theindividual componentsin an atom—that is,
electrons, protons, neutrons, and the protons’ and neutrons' constituent quarks. They do this by creating
akind of “resonating chamber”—much like an organ pipe. As sound resonatesin amusica pipe,
particles take the form of standing wavesin a SQUID.

The most important behavior that the nanotechnologica engineers were able to produce, at least in
regard to the Met, is the strong nuclear force.

The strong interaction isthe force that holds the nucleus of an atom together even though the clump of
positively charged protons wants to blow apart, since like electrica chargesrepd. The strong forceis
actualy aby-product of the color force of quarks, which make up the protons. Normally, the strong
force operates only in astrictly prescribed distance, which is, naturdly, close to the diameter of an atomic
nucleus (about 10-“centimeters). But at that range, the strong force is 100 times stronger than the force
of electromagnetism. Thismeans, in principle, that it is 100 times stronger than the chemical bonds that
make up most ordinary construction materid. In achain of buckybal SQUIDs, the sirong forceis
manifested asa“ particle’ that is 0.5 centimeters across—visible to the naked human eye. By the mid
2400s such chains were being regularly produced in the |aboratory.

The strong force has one more peculiar property that is essentia in Met construction. It does not obey
the inverse square law of both e ectromagnetism and gravity. Within the range of the strong force, quarks
that are farther awvay are actually pulled more strongly than quarks that are closer together. Y ou can
pictureit asarubber band connecting two particles. The more you stretch the rubber band, the harder it
pulls the particles. When the particles are close together, the rubber band isdack. It isthis property of
the strong force, operating on amacro leve, that givesthe Met cablestheir ability to bend without
breaking. Torque forces that would easily separate material made of mere chemica bonds cannot
overcome the strong force manifested by the buckyball SQUIDs, and the Met holds together.

In fact, thereis no known force generated by the turnings of the planetsthat is even close to pushing the
Met' s structura tolerances. If you live or travel inthe Met, you are as safe as you are on the surface of a
planet (and they are, themsdves, held together, on the leved of the atomic nucleus, by the strong force of
nature).

Twenty-nine

After two years of composition work with Despacio, Claude Schiencker’ s concerto took thefirst prizein
the Met-wide competition for new composers. Its subtitle was“Meditationsin Red.” Hewroteit in the
key of Charm, with severa quick trangpositions to Strange and Bottom.

Despacio was the first person to whom Claude broke the news. His lessons had continued past Claude's
graduation from Asgp Gymnasium and into his enrollment in Suisui University on Mercury.

“It'sgoing to be performed,” Claudetold him. “Here. In the Solar Hall in Bach.”
“By avirtua orchestra?’ said Despacio.
“No,” said Claude. “By bodies.”

Despacio looked sad for amoment. “1 see,” he said. Then he brightened. “It’s quite good, you know,
Mr. Schlencker. Better than anything in along while”

“I oweit dl toyou.”

“Doyou?’



Claude blinked, then sat down in hisusud chair. That is, what heimagined to be his chair, even though it
was only so much coding. Just as Despacio was.

“No,” hesaid. “Not al.”
“Let usadways be honest with one another, Mr. Schlencker.”

Claude was silent for amoment, and then he decided to ask the question he' d been wanting to ask for
sometime now.

“Do you have afirst name, Despacio?’
“Yes,” said the composer. “Yes, | do.”
“I hate my name,” Claude said.

“It' safine name.”

“| hateit.”

“Very well, then. You hateit.”

“I want to use another one. To sign my work. For everything. | would likeit to be. . . anamethat means
something to me. A name that means something € se to me than ‘ Claude Schiencker’ does.”

Despacio tugged his beard. Claude felt he must have been mistaken, but he could have sworn the old
composer’seyeswere. . . misty. But that could not be. Hewasn't redl, and he couldn’t cry.

“Whenthey firgt . . . programmed me. . . long before they fed in the mentdities and ran me through
evolution, they used to have anamefor me. It iswhat I ve dways thought of as my first name, because it
was, you seefirst . I've never told anyone.”

“Will you tdl me?’
“It was an acronym, fromEnglish words. Not really aproper name at al.”
“What wasit?’

“Artificia Musicd Expression System. With the accent on  Expression.” “ Despacio sat down in the chair
acrossfrom Claude. “1t’ sredlly rather horrible. That’ swhy | never useit.”

“Ameés,” Claude said.
“«AMES”
“May | ueit?
“Youmay,” replied Despacio. “Y ou may, indeed. | have no further usefor it, | can assureyou.”
“Amés” said theformer Claude Schlencker. “From now on, that will be me.”
Thirty
from
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The Advantages of the Strong Force
A Guideto and History of the Met

by Leo Y. Sherman
Government

The Met isademocracy. It isbased on an interlocking amagamation of directorates each with itsown
function or geographic provenance. Met citizens “vote with their channd selectors,” with each citizen
guaranteed membership in at least three directorates, and each having the ability to change alegiances at
any time. Directorate members usudly then elect aboard, who gppoint the director general and various
higher-ups. Mogt positions under the subdirectorate level are based on merit, as judged by these
gppointed officers. Sometimes membership in adirectorate can swing widely, especidly during merci
events prominently featuring a particular directorate or associated group, whether in apositive or negative
light. Within minutes, reative voter strength can double or triple, as Met citizens exercise thelr “right to
change channds”

Thisform of modified popular democracy hasitsrootsin thelast century and isadirect result of the
famous * Conjubilation of 2993.” During that e-year, when Earth and Marswere in planetary opposition
intheir orbits, amgor span was constructed connecting the two sides of the Digphany bend not far from
the center. Promoters trumpeted the Conjubilation asamajor cultura event on the merci, but it soon
grew far beyond their expectations and then beyond their control. Nearly six million people made thetrip
to the span, and millions more attended in the virtudity. Many important culturd and scientific movements
had their originsin the event, but most importantly for us here, a series of demongtrations broke out
againg the old Federal Republic. Thesein turn had their beginningsin themusic and art festival called the
Merge.

At the Merge, palitica opinionstransformed daily, but the consensus seemed to be that something had to
changein the way the government of the time did things. Matters were not helped for the old Republic
when the then president of the Republic, Quim Fukuyama, put in a persona gppearance and, after a
rather mediocre speech, told everyoneto “please go home.” Asaresult of the “Please Go Home”
gpeech, the Republic was sent packing in the next eection, and activists from the Merge eected. They
quickly put into place the directorate-based government (the directorateswere @t first called havens) that
we havetoday in the Met.

The most important political figure to arise out of the Merge was aLAP going by the singular name of
Amés. Amés had come into the merge as afeatured musician (he was a composer). It was Améswho
first saw the need for adirectorate interlock and, after campaigning vigoroudy (some have claimed
ruthlesdy) for such an entity, he was appointed its director. Since that time, Director Amés has been
regppointed to the post.

How did amusica composer transform himsdlf into the politician who would unite the crumbling Met
government?

Director Amés has said that he dways had political ambitions.

“My music is about movement and action—getting things done. That’s one of the reasons | have dways
ingsted on conducting my own compositions. It'sthe music of change and growth, and not every
conductor can bring that kind of commitment to its performance,” he said in afamous merci interview at
the Merge of '93. “What | do as acomposer and conductor isto order the world. It's chaos out
there—and chaosis deadly. My music is about order and strength. I’m not talking about order like the
old fogies of the Republic want—keeping things running more or lesslike they dways have. I'm talking



about order that leads to action—to remaking the world around us into whatwe want, and not what the
chaosforceson us. That' swhat | do as amusician—and that’ swhat the Met sorely needsfrom its
leaders”

The origina system of directoratesthat arose after the old Republic government fell was, itself, a shaky
affair. Direct democracy had never been tried before on such alarge scae. Day after day directorates
rose enormoudy in popularity and influence, only to find themselves destroyed in the merci pollsthe
moment they attempted anything the dightest bit unpopular. And, in direct democracy, to fdl inthe polls
isto bevoted out of office.

What was needed was someone who could handle both the political coordination of the directorates and
sway popular opinion and keep it in linelong enough for the government to do itsjob. What was needed
was someone who knew the ins and outs of popular entertainment on the merci, but who could aso
shoulder the task of rea governing. On the merci palitical shows, and in the think tanks and news
bullpens, the star of the Merge of * 93 was soon seen everywhere. Everyone who was anyone on the
politica pundit circuit had to have Amés appear on hisor her show or play in hisor her game milieu.

Amés might have gone down in history as any other forgotten talk-show guest, had it not been for the
untimely desth of the governor of Mercury that occurred precisely at the height of Amés's popularity on
the merci. Within one new-cycle day, the young composer went from a politicaly hot newcomer to the
head of the richest planet in the solar system. Using this power base and his own popularity in the
moment, Ameés quickly began consolidating the directorates under his governance. At firgt, the
directorates were loath to give up their influence, asfleeting as that influence could be, but the merci polls
were overwhelming in Amés sfavor, and aseries of unlucky accidents befell those directorswho
opposed him. It was amogt asif the popular will had swept them from life aswell asfrom office.

“Music was never something soothing for me, but a challenge to be met. | had ateacher who saw to that.
He never let me use music as some kind of escape from respongbility. There are all these notes. They
can be put to work in beautiful ways, if only you know how to arrange them in the most useful way,”
Ameés said shortly after his ascent to Director of the Interlocking Directorates of the Met. “The
directorateswork in the same way. Separately, they are abunch of discordant notes. But
together—together, we can make the most beautiful music the human race has ever heard.”

Thirty-one

At firgt, Aubry Graytor didn’t notice the little man. He was barely over five-foot-two and was dressed
nondescriptly. Aubry was having enough trouble making her way in the crush of the customs check to
pay much attention to any of the adults around her. But the man was ingstently tugging on the deeve of
her father’ s shirt. Her father pulled away, but then the man said something into his ear, and Kedly directed
Aubry and Sint to a side passage with an acove where there were some advertisements for aspaon
Venus. They started to speak, but her father told them to shut up. He turned his attention to the little man.

“All right,” Kelly said. “How isshein danger?’

Her father didn’t mention who “she’ was, but Aubry had anation it was her mother. Daniswas now
being processed through the free-convert portion of the customs check.

“There have been hodtilities,” thelittle man said. His voice was surprisngly gentle and soft. “There€ sno
formal declaration of war yet, but al free converts are being detained. They’re claiming that they contain
technology that’ s proprietary to the Met.”

“We were worried about a clause in a contract that might have delayed her,” her father said.



“They’re using anything and everything to get alega hold on free converts” said theman. “If thereisthe
dightest doubt, they aren’t going to let her go.”

“Oh God,” Kelly said. Then helooked hard at the man, the way he sometimes looked at Aubry when he
knew she was only tdlling him part of the truth about something. “Who the hell areyou?’ he asked.

“My nameis Sherman,” said thelittle man. “Leo Sherman. That' s not important. | work for the Friends
of Tod, agroup dedicated to free-convert rights—"

“We ve never had any troublein that regard,” said her father, “ except for acomment here and there.”

“You'refrom Mercury,” Leo Sherman said. “The farther out you get, the less freedom for free converts.
There' s some dave labor on Mars. Look, we have to work fast. I've got alegd convert jamming the
system right now, arguing each and every case. Y our wife is probably in queue for ahearing.”

“Y ou mean thesetrids are going on in the virtudity ?’

“Yes. But our legd sentient isn't doing much good. We haven't won asingle case yet. We have dowed
the process down enough so that we can seek out . . . alternatives.”

“Alternatives? Towhat?’

“To your wife being detained and put to work crunching numbersin Noctis Labyrinthus. Y ou have heard
of Silicon Valey, haven't you? That’ swhat the free convertswho get sent there call it. It slike an aspect
being sent to the salt mines.”

“How can | possibly trust you?’ her father said.

The little man cracked asmile. “ That’ swhat my father said after | wrecked my first persona transport.”
Aubry fdt that she might like the man, but avoiceinsde her told her to bewary. After dl, he might be
anyone .

“I have alittle device with me, encoded into my handshake, actudly. It slegd, but barely.”
“Wheredid you get this?’

“My organization has quite afew merci programmers and grist specidists as members. | can hook you up
with your wife, on amerci sideband. Not full virtual, but it should be enough. Would you like to talk to
her?’

“Thiscould beatrick,” said Kelly. “It fedslikeatrick.”
“You'regoing to haveto trust me,” Leo Sherman said. “ At least so far asto shake my hand.”

Her father frowned, then seemed to make up hismind. He looked down at Aubry. “If anything weird
happens,” he said, “grab your brother and run like hell.”

And then he quickly shook handswith Leo Sherman.
Thirty-two

For Aubry, the handshake lasted only afew seconds, hardly longer than aregular handshake might. For
Kely, however, it seemed much longer. He found himsdlf in an incredible press of bodies. That is, he
assumed they were bodies, because he couldn’t see anything. Only touch, smell, and sound were coming
through thislink. And it was an odd sensation, the virtua equivaent to the smell of nervous swesat. He felt



atouch on hishand, then fingerstracing thelines of hisface.

“Oh, Kdly,” said Danis. “Thisishorrible. | don’t think they’ re going to let me out.”
“Danis, | can't seeathing. Isit redly you?’

She didn’'t answer with words, but with akiss. Itwas redly Danis.

“They were waiting with the Section C wording on that quantum futures contract. Kdlly, it was asif
they’ d combed through my entire life, looking for something to hold against me.”

“We haveto figure out away to get you out of this” Kelly said. He wanted to sound confident, but his
voice cracked, and betrayed him.

“I’'vegot aFriends of Tod lawyer,” said Danis. She dipped her hand into his, and Kelly could fed the
pressure of her warm, dry skin. “He seemsvery good. But | don't think it will help. He has told me about
another option, though, if the hearing doesn’t go well.”

“What isit?’

“The society heworksfor. They havea. . . Sster group. A group that isn't legdl. They . . . smuggle out
free converts. Like me. They get them out in something like a pocketbook.”

“If they’ re going to break the law, then why can’t they just use the merci? They could instantly broadcast
you to Pluto—or anywhere.”

“The Department of Immunity has taken totd control of the merci. | suggested that to my lawyer. Damn
the iteration laws and make a copy of me on Pluto or wherever. But Department of Immunity security is
preventing that sort of thing. They have new containment agorithmsin place. I’ vefdt them. They're
mean. They are quarantining free converts, Kdly.”

“All right then,” said Kdly. “What about this pocketbook smuggling arrangement?’ Hefdt steadier with
something concrete to discuss. They aretrying to take away my wife! Hismind still screamed. They are
taking away Danis.

“There sno guarantee,” Danis said. “ And the ship they’ re loaded on makes a roundabout trip. It could
be months before | get out of cold storage.” Danis sgrip on his hand tightened. “Kély, | don’t think | can
leave you and the children likethat. | don’'t think | candoiit.”

Kdly pulled her toward him. He heard aloud voice cal out: “ Agila 19, seria number PO874R30-V19,
report for Hearing on Conditionsimmediately.”

“That' sthe convert ahead of meinling” said Danis. “I’'m next, Kdly.”

Heheld Daniseven tighter. “ Get yoursdf smuggled, Danis,” hesaid. “Doit. | will find you. No matter
whereyou are, | will find you. And | swear to you that | won't letanything happen to the kids.”

“My God, Kdly, isthisreally happening? It can’t be happening. They’ re going to take me away from my
children, Kdly.”

“Wewill bewaiting for you, my love. Alwaysremember that.” | can’t lose her, Kelly thought. | can't lose
my wife

“I can't even seeyou,” Danissaid.



“Nor | you,”
“You'rejugt avoicein my mind. And atouch.”

Kely kissed her again. They kissed for along time, holding one another in the dark. Then it wastimefor
Danis shearing, and she rdluctantly pulled away from him.

“Td| thechildren | lovethem,” Danissad.

They were her last words to him there. Kelly was pulled backwards, as by aphysical force. Hefdlt asif
he were falling down along shaft. There was the sensation of rushing wind, but nothing else. And then the
fal stopped, and he was standing in the alcove at Leroy Port, shaking hands with the stranger, his
children looking on with big, frightened eyes.

He withdrew his hand from Leo Sherman’s. “What about the children?’” he asked thelittle man. “They’re
half—free converts, you know.”

“I didn’'t tel you because | didn’'t want to darm you even more,” said Sherman. “But itisgoingto bea
major problem.”

“What do you mean?’

“Y our son will befinewith you,” said the man. “He s young enough to fit under anonseparation clause
our lawyers have cooked up, aslong as you alow them to attach certain security restraintsto his convert
portion. The Friends have people in the transport ships who can remove those programs, no harm done.
The problem, Mr. Graytor, isyour daughter. She might be let through, but she' s extremely precocious.
I’'m afraid that thisfact has gotten into her records. They aren’t going to want to let Aubry go, period.
She hasthe makings of aLAP.”

“They're not keeping my child!” said Kdly loudly. Thelittle man motioned for him to quiet down.
“They’re not taking my daughter,” he said in alower tone.

“No,” said the man. “We haveto prevent that at al costs”
Thirty-three

Aubry felt asif the ground had been pulled from under her, and she was back in freefdl. First her mother
was being detained, and now she was to be separated from her father, kept inthe Met. They aren’t going
to get any use out of me, Aubry told hersdf. I'll kill myself before |’ [l work for the Department of
Immunity. But the promise sounded hollow, even in the flush of the moment. They could probably do
whatever they wanted with her, and she would have preciouslittle to say about it. She was only eleven.

“I'mdeven,” shesad.
“What?’ said Leo Sherman.
“I’'m not ababy. Tell mewhat you want meto do.”

She felt her father’ s hand on her shoulder. He gave her aquick squeeze. “Y es, tell us both. Do you have
any idea how we can get out of thismess?’

Leo Sherman grinned. He seemed to have anormal-sized smilefor histoo-smal head, and histeeth
seemed to take up haf hisface. Then hewas dl seriousness once again.

“It'sgoing to be difficult, but thereisaway,” said Leo Sherman. “ There sanother port that isless closdy



guarded. We think we can get Aubry out there.”
“Thenlet’'sgo,” said Kelly. “Asfast aswe can.”

Leo Sherman shook hishead. “Y ou don’t understand, Mr. Graytor. We only have so much space.
WEe ve dready sent three ships out, and we still have alot of haf converts waiting. Hundreds now. It
could become thousands. After thewar redlly starts, there won't be any more ships getting out. Not so
eedly.”

“What are you saying?’

“Aubry will haveto go with me. Y ou and your son can go the norma way, and so you must. I'll take her
to the other ship.”

“You think I’'m going to trust my daughter to astranger?” said Kelly. “ That would be worse than getting
stranded here.”

“Noit wouldn’'t,” said Leo Sherman. “ The Friends have learned of plansfor work camps, Mr. Graytor.
It'sclaimed that al the computing power is needed to ded with the hodtilities from the outer system. To
modd solutions”

“Thet isabsurd.”

“Itismerdy arationde,” sad the smaler man, “to dlow the Department of Immunity to do whatever the
hell it wantswith free and haf converts.”

“But everybody has aconvert portion to their persondity,” said Aubry. “Minejust happensto bealittle
more sophi sticated because of who my momis.”

“That'sright,” said Leo Sherman. “Everybody has aconvert portion. Wethink it will start with the free
converts, the oneswithout bodily aspects, and then . . . we don't believe the Department of Immunity is
going to stop there. But one problem at atime. We have to get Aubry to safety, Mr. Graytor.”

“I understand what you are saying. Who iswe? | dways thought the Friends of Tod were abunch
of—well, fuzzy-headed Mergies. All | seeisyou, ” her father said. “And | sill don't know if | can trust
you.”

“Mergies or not, the Friends are on your side, Mr. Graytor,” Leo Sherman began, then hewas silent for
amoment. Aubry redlized he was hearing voicesin the grist. “Danis Graytor was officialy denied exit at
her hearing, Sir. Thereisn’t much time now. They may detain you and your son on suspicion of aiding and
abetting.”

“Thisiscrazy,” Kdly said. “I'maMet citizen. . . | ... dl right. We have to cometo adecision.
Obvioudy.”

Aubry’sfather put his hand to his nose, took it away. He touched his neck, kneaded his shoulder.
“Obvioudy,” he murmured.

Aubry redized that she had to help her father. He was not going to be able to let her go off on her own,
yet he could not keep her with him.

“You haveto take care of Sint,” she said to him. “That’ swhat you have to do. Y ou know | can take care
of mysdlf pretty good. A lot better than Sintisable. Y ou haveto let mego.”



“But you' remy dear. My darling,” Kelly murmured. “I can'trisk losng you dl. | can't—"
“You'renot going to lose me, Dad,” Aubry said. “We real going to get away from here.”

Kely looked at her with fervent desperation in his eyes amoment longer. Then he seemed to pull himsdlf
together and be the man Aubry had aways known.

“All right,” he said. “ Shel sgoing with you, Sherman.” He looked the other man straight in the eye. Many
astock-market trader had received that ook and immediately put aside any plansto put one over on
Kdly Graytor. It wasthe look that he gave Aubry when times for objections and complaints were over
and it wastime to do what her father told her. “1 appreciate dl you and your people have done for my
family,” hesaid. “If thereisany way | can ever repay you, | will do so. But, Sr—" He put ahand on
Leo’ sarm, squeezed it, not hard, but, firmly. “Take care of my daughter.”

Leo Sherman looked him in the eye, right back in the eye, Aubry saw. Not very many people could do
that so eadly with her father. “I’ll treat her asif sheweremy own sgter,” thelittle man said.

“Very wdl,” Kdly said, and released him. He turned to Aubry. “ See you soon, Aubry. Y our mother and
| loveyou.” He opened hisarms and she fdl into them.

“Seeyou, Dad,” she said. She hugged Sint, too, who was crying, and told him to take care of their
father. Then Kelly took Sint’s hand and Leo Sherman took Aubry’s and the family went in opposite
directions down the main corridor.

Thirty-four
from
Quatermain’sGuide
The Advantages of the Strong Force
A Guideto and History of the Met
by Leo Y. Sherman
Conclusion

The Met continues to grow, and changes often in unexpected and fascinating ways. Although the asteroid
belt has proven to be afrontier beyond which current technology will not allow the structure to extend,
every e-year, saveral new dendrites are added, along with the free-floating “ micro-Mets’ which exist in
the reaches of inner interplanetary space and only come into direct physica contact with the larger Met at
long intervas. Theinner planets, while maintaining their importance, have gradudly been subsumed into
the larger system aswell. After the disastrous terraforming experiments on Marsin the 2700s, it was seen
that humanity’ s best bet for living in space lay not on the other planets, but among them. In 2802, the
Earth was declared an “Ecologicd Repatriation Area,” with limited construction and population growth
alowed, and now vast stretches of our native planet have been returned to their natural state for all to

enjoy.

Tensons continue with the outer system, which has never fully accepted integration into the
directorate-based democracy of the Met, and still retains modified vestiges of the old Republic of the
Planets governmentd structure. New political and cultura chalenges have arisen, including the push
among virtud entitiesfor “free-convert rights.” The ecologica baance of the Met isanother areanot fully
explored, and there are worries that some of the unintended grist feedback effects that doomed the Mars



terraforming projects might surface again asthe Met expands.

At itsbest, the Met isaplace of adventure and fulfillment unparaleed in human history. Weinviteyou to
exploreitin al itswondrous aspects.

Thirty-five
Fragment from the Fall of Titan

Dory Folsom couldn’t breathe methane, but she could damn well swviminit. So could her platoon. At
least, that’ swhat they’ d been told. They’ d been scheduled for atrial run on the new mods before
shipping out, but things had been stepped up, and there hadn’t been time. Nobody told them where they
were going, but it didn't take ageniusto guess that it was somewhere with agood supply of liquid
methane, sincethat was al they’ d heard for an e-month: methane, methane—oh, and abrief refresher on
nitrogen and the bends. And when you were talking methanein dl itstriple-point glory—solid, liquid, and
gas—you weretadking Titan.

They camein skipping off Saturn’ s atmosphere to confuse thefremden . They skirted therings (“Not too
close, Cap'n, not too goddamn close!”) and used Titan’ sthick atmosphere for braking. They descended
like fireballs onto the moon. The fremden civsweretota ly surprised, and Laketown fell inaday. There
was somefierce resstance in a couple of sectors of the city, however, and Dory’ s unit was sent directly
into the hest. It wasliterally heat, because some clever fremden gristwright had figured out thet the big
methane snowfall of the past two weekswas not methane at dl, but military grist. To smulate snow, it
had been given the same physical properties as methane, and one sure way to get rid of the stuff wasto
melt it. So the locals had used some countering grist and ol d-fashioned self-contained blowtorchesto set
their whole part of town on fire.

In the other parts of Laketown, the grist had falen, accumulated to a certain point, then activated and
gone about its tasks. These tasks were varied, but, for the most part, deadly. Some of it just ate a
fremden alive, “digested” him or her, then went and ate some more. Some of it was preprogrammed to
go after command and control—that is, both structures and people. The local governor’sface was
imprinted on the minds of abillion tiny ns, S0 it was no wonder that they got him, even though
people had caught on by then, and he was dug in pretty deep. Some of the grist insinuated itself into
walls, into machinery, into people sbodies. Thereit took up residence and dowly replaced crucia
dructuresin the“host” building—adriveshaft, asupporting girder, aventricle vave. And then, on the day
of the attack; it just dissolved. And there you were—or weren't.

Some bright youngster was rooting the grist out of New Alki, apeninsulathat stretched away from the
city and formed aspitlike whorl out in Lake VVoyager. Dory’ s platoon, unlike the methane grist, wouldn’t
burn and wouldn’'t melt. Nevertheless, somebody had figured out how to make their own homemade evil
snow, and Zavers, Dory’ s buddy on the obstacle course (and her onetime lover), stepped into apuddle
that wasn't a puddle, and before anybody knew what was up, he was writhing and the “ puddle” was
crawling up hisleg. Thefremden grist must have compromised Zaver’ s heating elementsincredibly
quickly, because within seconds he was frozen in mid-writhe like a Popsiclein pain. It was— 180 Celsus
out there.

After that, they avoided stepping in anything that looked like liquid. The heat around them was acold fire
by the standards of life from Earth. It flickered blackly, only hot enough to melt the killing snow.

The platoon met their first human resistance near aclump of high-rise gpartments on New Alki’smain
thoroughfare. It was an ambush from above usng some kind of projectile acceerator. They later found
that the fremden had converted arailgun used for firing packetsinto orbit into a deadly weapon that



could throw bricks at severa timesthe speed of sound in nitrogen. The brick arrived, followed by a
tremendous sonic boom. One of the bricks hit the sarge in the chest, and he exploded into anova of goo.
Another one hit near Dvochek, flung up some rocks that acted like shrapnel, and took off Dvochek’s
right arm. The grist of his adaptation quickly sedled the wound; he lived and was able to keep fighting.

When the sarge died, Dory felt anew presence suddenly light up her mind, and she knew that she’ d been
picked by the lieutenant to replace the squad sergeant.

“Corpora Folsom, stand by for command communication protocols,” said the voice of Lieutenant Uhl in
her mind.

“Yes, sr.” And there, in the midst of the brick barrage, she’ d been made part of thevinculum , the
Department of Immunity Enforcement Divison's Merced communi cations network.

Commanding officersin DIED infantry battalions didn't communicate their will to their soldiers, they
expressed it through them. This expression, flowing down the command chain of the vinculum froma
soldier’ s lieutenant, captain, mgor, and generd, was ultimately a product of one controlling mind, that of
Director Amés.

Thefeding of blissful interconnection that DIED officersfelt when they either received or completed their
orderswas caled the Glory, and while her companionsfell around her, Dory smiled with intense pleasure
asthe Glory washed over her.

The sensation only lasted amoment, however, and then she was ralying the other soldiers and ssorming
the building on which the railgun was perched. After they wereinsde, there was some intense hal-to-hall
fighting, but Met soldiers were dressed out like attack helicopters used to be on Earth—rockets,
projectile weapons—and al around them, stretched out for many meters, agrist pdlicle that served asan
advance scout, could see around corners, and could, to alimited extent, attack in and of itsdlf, likealong
stinging tentacle. The fremden didn’t stand a chance in close quarters. Dory took point as her unit
charged up the sairs (the lifts were disabled), and she, persondly, took the converted railgun out with an
arm rocket, dong with itsciv crew. Before thefind assault, she thought of Zavers, and toyed with the
ideaof letting the civsdie dowly, but settled for aclean kill. Killing cleanly where possble was part of her
orders, anyway, and if you wanted to fed the Glory, you had to obey orders.

The school recruiter back in Clarit Bolsaon the Vas had told Dory it would be like this, but she hadn’t
redlly believed—not even after the merci smulation and the class vote on the cool ness factor of being a
Met soldier (93% approval, with a 75%rip quotient). Both Dory’ s parents were big supporters of
Director Amés, and every e-week they watched the showThe Department of |mmunity Presents
together, so Dory figured she might aswell give the Department of Immunity recruiter achanceto
personalize her settings.

Fifty-three seconds later she had totally understood about order and how chaos needed it, and basicaly
manufactured it out of nothing. The recruiter had shown Dory some extremely cool virtudity graphics of
things called Mandelbrot sets.

“See how it goes down? Pattern, then chaos, then repeated pattern? See how thelittle patterns are
basicdly repetitions of larger? That' s the way the New Hierarchy isgoing to arise out of this present
chaos. You're aseed crystal, Dory. You could be, that is. Don’'t you want to be an attractor?’

Being an attractor sounded good to her.

“Rip,” Dory had said, and she' d signed up. Her parents had been proud as hell. Something better was
coming. Somered order was going to arise from al this mess of a solar system, and Amés was the one



who could pull it off, pull everyone up. And those who didn’t want to be pulled up? They could stay
where they were, aslong asthey didn’t get in the way of the uplifted. But, you know, theyalways did.
And that was what the Department of Immunity and being aMet soldier was all about. Getting
obstructionists the hell out of the way so agood change could come, so that order could findly flow. You
didn’t want to kill anybody, but sometimes you had to, for their own good.

That was only ayear ago, and here she was, fucking on Titan, amoon of Saturn. Taking out the strange
elements, sweeping the system clean.

And with the Glory asareward. With Director Amés smiling down through the command chain right on
her , saying, Dory, you did ahdl of ajob. Dory, | will not forget you when it comestime for medals and
promotions. And, with the dead fremden lying about her and their stupid railgun blown to pieces, Dory
stood on top of the apartment building againgt the red photochemica smog of Titan asthe Met forces
subjugated the rest of Laketown. She watched the portions of the town that had been on fire surrender
themsalves to the extreme cold. Shefelt atingle when the merci blackout waslifted, and General Haysay
announced the surrender of the remaining ground forces, and the subjugation of the moon. She knew
from vinculum sidebands that what was |eft of the fremden space fleet was gathering above, to make one
last stand. But the ground was taken, planetary defenseswere in Met hands. What were they going to
do, attack their own populace?

The fact was, Amés had won. And when Améswon, everyone, dl dong the vinculum, got ashare of the
Glory.

And Dory, standing there, got her share of it, too. Like the sun. Like awarm shower on a cold morning.
Fucking marvelous! Fucking 101 percent gpprova rating!

“Rip,” Dory sad, and smiled like amadwoman. Then she and her unit stacked the enemy bodies and set
them to dissolveinto the generd gris.

It was only after the Glory faded that Dory and the squad went to collect their own dead and pack them
into the cremation cubes for their trips back. All except Zavers. They couldn’'t get the fremden grist to let
him go, so they had to leave him there, al froze up and nine hundred million miles away from home.

And then it garted to snow—red methane, thistime—and Dory watched asthe flakesfilled in Zavers's
eyes and the lines around his mouth so that he didn’t look so much like he was being tortured or
something.

Zavers had been agood guy, redly. Her first lay, to tell the truth, at least with full penetration. He had
been dl right, even though he hadn’t gotten Dory to come. Nobody had, and she wondered if it was
redlly the big dedl everybody made it out to be.

She wondered how it would compare to the Glory.

Then it wastime to move on. She gave alast glance at Zavers and felt like she was sorry about
something, but couldn’t say what. It wasn't like the guy had meant that much to her. But he had been a
good guy. Basically tender. Shelooked around and found the rest of the squad looking at her.

“Whereto, Sarge?’ asked Darkroom, the guy from Mars.
“To our next glorious destination,” shetold him. “Wherever thefuck that is”
Then shefdt it again. The weird feding. Sorry, when there was nothing to be sorry about.

“Rip,” Darkroom said.



“Shut the fuck up,” replied Dory.
Thirty-six

Aubry followed Leo Sherman down amaze of passageways, dways leading farther away from the more
traveled corridors of the bolsaand toward—well, Aubry had never been in such places before. The
passages grew narrower, then stopped being passages at al and became ducts. Aubry and Leo Sherman
sgueezed through a series of narrow openings, crawled aong afew hundred feet of floor, then squeezed
through more. Not only were the passages getting narrower, they were gettingwetter . Aubry wanted to
ask Leo Sherman about this, but he kept a good pace up and wouldn’t stop and talk until at least two
hours after she' d parted with her father. Findly, they twisted and turned their way through a cavelike tube
that no regular-sized person could have navigated. Aubry understood why they had sent the littler man to
pick her up. Whoeverthey were.

The tube fed out into alarge round room, where other tubesjoined it. There was a changing breeze in the
room, and Aubry was almost certain she could seethewalls movein and out dightly—asiif they were
breething.

“Now,” said Leo Sherman, “werest.”
“Wherein theworld arewe?’ asked Aubry. “1 didn’t know placeslike this existed in the Met.”

“There sthe chemica Met, and then there’ sthe biologica Met. Where we are now—thiswhole areajust
under the skin of the bolsass—it’ s called the Integument. 1t' skind of a hodgepodge thing, the Integument,
neither vegetable nor minera. I’ ve spent alot of time wandering around iniit. 1t'skind of my speciaty
actudly. I'm amerci reporter, | guessyou might cal me, though what | actudly do iswrite these things
caled essays about nature in the Met—"

“I know what an essay is,” said Aubry, feding abit annoyed. “I can read, you know.”
“Y ou or your software?” he asked her.

“I learned to read when | was four yearsold,” Aubry told him. “But | have excdlent trandation
agorithms and top-of-the-line Broca grist.”

“Pleased to hear it,” Leo Sherman said. “My work is available on the merci. Maybe someday you might
want to read it. But first, we have to get out of here.”

“Where are we?’

“Thisisarecycling sac—keeps some of the e-mix of the gases stable before shipment.”
“Shipment?

“You'll see”

“What arethose?’ Aubry asked, pointing to some black cablesthat fed in aong the bottom of one of the
tubes.

“Power cables. They work sort of like nervesin our bodies—through ionic transfer of acharge. It's
dow, but amazingly efficient.”

“And somebody came up with al this?’

“Yesand no,” said Leo Sherman. He pulled awater bottle from a small pouch on thewaist of his pants,



drank some, then passed it to Aubry. “Y ou have to fend for yourself when you' re in the Integument. The
grist around here won’t recognize your pellicle sinteraction nodes. So you can’t order up water from out
of thewadlls, like you' re used to doing. And you just have to be careful in generd. This placeisnot
designed with your safety in mind.”

“But, Mr. Sherman—"
“Nix with that! It's Leo. There saready a Sherman who likesto go by histitle.”

“WEéll, Leo, then,” said Aubry, feding alittle funny usng the man’ sfirst name. On Mercury, it wasn't
donefor children to address adults so familiarly. “What do you mean when you say ‘yesand no' ? Did
somebody build this place, or didn’t they?’

“People laid down the parameters,” Leo said, “the basic principles of biologicd interaction. But thisisall
sef-replicating.” Leo pointed around him. “These walls, the ducts, the other layers—they’redl made up
of bioengineered living matter. It's made of something like cells. The Integument is something likea
forest, too. Like aforest somebody planted nearly four hundred years ago. Things have grown here that
nobody knows about. Things have evolved. Y ou must have wondered why the walls started to fed so

sticky?’
“I had noticed that,” said Aubry.

“They aredive!” Leo continued. “They need to respire. They have to recognize certain substances that
comein contact with them. They are actually able to capture and anayze molecules with that thin layer of
goo that coats everything. It'samethod of communication.”

“Likesmd|?’ said Aubrey.

Leo amiled. “Now you're catching on,” he said. “ There' s some wonderful stuff | could show you around
here, only we haven't got time.”

“Where are we going, anyway?" Aubry said, taking adrink of thewater and passing it back to Leo.

“Thereis another method of transportation in the Met besides the pithways. It salot dower, but it has
the advantage of being completdy unmonitored by the Department of Immunity.”

“There' s something the Department of Immunity doesn’'t know about?’ Aubry asked.
“Oh, they know about it,” said Leo. “They just don't think anybody would be crazy enough to useit.”
“But we're crazy enough, hun?’ said Aubry.

“Aw, comeon. It' I befun.” Leo stood up and helped Aubry to her feet. “We d better get amove on.
We ve dtill got awaysto go.”

They were three more hours working their way through narrow passages and gaps. The farther dong
they got, the more the walls and floors began to resemble the interna cavities of some greeat beest.

And, according to Leo, that’s exactly what they were.

“But doesit haveabrain?’ Aubry asked asthey wound their way around what looked for al the world
likeagigantic tongl suspended like a std actite.

“Good question,” answered Leo. “What do you think? Does the Earth have abrain?’



“1"ve never been to Earth.”

“Use your imagination. Think about the jungles and rain forests that you' ve read about, the ecological
balance that we' ve restored by basicdly |etting the place done and allowing it to go back to wilderness.”

“I don't see how it could,” Aubry said, after she’' d thought for awhile. “ But sometimesit actsasif it did.”

“Good question and good answer,” Leo replied. “ The same thing applies here. Everything has cometo
work together so beautifully that sometimes you think there must be a contralling intelligence, but in every
cae—at least every case | know of—if you start looking at what you imagined to be thoughts, you find
smple processes.”

“But you can do exactly the same thing with abrain,” Aubry said, pleased to have found away to
continue the conversation. Leo, unlike most adults, seemed to think of her ashisintellectua equd, evenif
shedidn’'t know as many facts as an adult did. She got the feding hewasredlly telling her hisown idess,
and not trying to play somekind of teaching game with the end aready in mind. Aubry was much too
bright for most games of that sort to trick her for very long, and she usudly could see where the teacher
was going and then some long before the teacher redlized he or she was found out.

“And abrain very definitely thinksthoughts,” Leo answered. “1 know.”

“So why couldn’t the Met be agigantic developing intelligence, and me and you being like neurons or
something?’

“Youmay beright,” said Leo. “But answer methis. If we assume that weare actudly neuronsin some
kind of giant overmind, how would you ever know? Can you think of some meansto find out? Some
experiment we could do that would tell us?’

By thistime they were squeezing through an extremely narrow passage, and Aubry was glad to have
something else to think about rather than her sense of claustrophobia, which wasfast closingin on her.

“We could . . . maybe use some kind of entropy test. Couldn’t we assume that an intelligent system
would create more order than another system that was aive, but not intelligent?’

“Pretty smart idea, but then the problem isthe same astrying to tell whether you' re floating around in
space or faling down ablack eevator shaft—that is, there’ s no fixed point of reference. Are you going to
assumethat the Met is supersentient, but the Earth isn’t? Or the other way around? Wheat living system
areyou absolutely certainisn’t sentient, that could serve as ameasuring stick?’

“What about some dien life-form?1sn't there some kind of lichen or something on the bottom of the Lost
Seaon Europa?’

“That's. .. wedon't know about that. Some good people werelost trying to find out.” For amoment,
Aubry caught aglimpse of Leo’ sface, and it seemed very sad. Then he continued the argument. “ But
how do you know that its ecology is not sentient? Y ou’ d be assuming what you wanted to prove, either

W@/_”
“So it may bethat the Met is sentient, but there sno way of proving it?’

“I can’'t think of one,” Leo replied, “other than the World Spirit Sitting us down and saying a persond
hello to each of us”

“Bummer,” said Aubry.



“I don’'t know about that,” Leo said. “ To paraphrase Raphael Merced, there' s something to be said for
acting locdly asif the world had meaning and needed usto do what wethink isright, but |etting the
bigger pictureremain cloudy. At least for me, it kind of servesthe necessary function of getting me off my
ass and doing something.”

Finaly, they arrived a aterminus, where it wasimpossible to go any farther.

“Timeto give Mother Nature ahand,” said Leo. He held out his own hand, and athin sheath of fire
gprang up on it. Aubry had spent most of life being told never to do thiswith one' sgrist, and it waskind
of exciting to be breaking the rules. She lit up her own hand. The two of them applied the flame to the
end of the tube they’ d been walking through. After amoment, it seemed to shudder, and then the sides
contracted. At the same time, the tube “floor” under them convulsed, so that they were thrown forward
through the new opening, head over heds. They landed in a soft mass of greenish materia that looked
likeamound of penicillin.

They werein an enormous cavern. The wallswere it by abiolumina glow, and whet at first glance
appeared to be a stream flowed through the middle of the cavern. When she got to the stream, though,
Aubry saw that it wasn't flowing water at dl.

“What isthat?’ she asked. “It lookslike snot.”

“Remarkably smilar consstency,” Leo said. “But it’ s actudly something likelimbic fluid. There salot of
reduction processes going oningde, and it’s crammed full of oxygen.”

“Youmean...
“Y ou can breatheit.”
“Gross.”

Suddenly, asif it had sneezed, the entire cavern convulsed. Aubry was amost thrown off her feet by the
wave motion that passed through the floor. And the little cataract of fluid was covered over, squeezed as
if it were atube, and squirted toward the cavern’s edge, where it disgppeared into aholein the wall.

“Hereweare at our train station,” said Leo. “All aboard!”

“Tran daion?

“Or pithway stop, or what have you. We have arrived at our transportation.”
“Where?'

“Here. Wecdl thisthe duice. And the stuff in it we call the duicejuice”
“You can't mean—"

“The duiceinterconnects al the bolsas strung aong the Met. It maintains ecological balance and serves
all kinds of secondary functions. It keepsthe Met hedthy, and it' sthe hedlthiest placeinthe Met, asa
result.”

“I am not getting in that stuff.”
“It' s perfectly breathable, Aubry.”

“| am not going swvimming inariver of snot .”



“It shedlthy, life-giving snot.”
“I can’t believe you want meto do this”

“It'sredly fun, Aubry, after you get over theinitid . . . ideaof it. With aproper map, which I'vegotin
my noggin”—L eo tapped his head—"the duice juice will take you anywhere in the Met that you want to

go.

Aubry approached the edge of thelittle stream. She bent down and put her finger init. Her finger came
away dripping and trailing an elastic dime. She backed up, and the cavern convulsed again, sending more
dimeon itsway throughout the Met.

Leo jumped in and spread the duicejuice dl over hisbody. He ducked his head under and came up
looking like ababy kitten that had just been given acomplete bath by its mother.

“Comeonin,” said Leo. “Thejuiceisfine”

Aubry was afraid to think about it anymore—afraid she might throw up if she thought about it anymore.
At least the stuff didn’'t smell. Too bad, that is.

She closed her eyes and stepped into the snot. It came up to her waist, and was just as warm and gooey
as she had suspected it would be.

“I know it'll fed strange at first,” said Leo, “but you have to go under and take a deep breath. Fill your
lungsfull of the stuff. | promise you—you won't drown.”

13 Bljt—”
“Giveit atry, Aubry, | think you' ll—"

The cavern convulsed again, and Aubry was sucked under, down into the goo. She held her breath for a
moment. She had gulped in amouthful of the juice when she' d falen, and it oozed around in her mouth.
Could you swallow the stuff? Not and keep from vomiting it back up. She was pushed forward rapidly
by the walls of the cataract—now becoming something like ablood vessdl. Pushed and not let up,
pushed . . . could she open her eyesin this stuff? Leo hadn't said anything about that. But she had to see
where she was going, what was happening.

She opened her eyes. The bioluminescence of the cavern was present there, too. In fact, the duice juice
itself seemed to have afaint green glow, like radioactive mucus.

But the act of opening her eyes somehow gave her new courage, or at least made her fedl less repul sed
by thejuice. Shefdt asif she were swimming in the beautiful center of awave in agreen ocean. Shewas
perfectly buoyant, and it felt so serene. Maybe it would be dl right, maybe. . .

Shetook abresth. Just sucked in as hard as she could. The duicejuicefilled her lungs.

And it wasfine. Immediately, Aubry felt the oxygen rushing into her blood through her lungs. She could
breathe this stuff! Sheredly could. She breathed out, and in. The effort was greater than normal
breathing—you had to conscioudy push and pull harder with your chest muscles. But she was breathing
it, dl right, and not drowning init.

As abruptly asit came, the contraction relaxed. Aubry found herself next to Leo. Both of them were
about hafway across the cavern from where they had started out before the contraction.



“Wow!” Aubry exclamed. “1 did it!”

“What did | tell you?’ said Leo. “Thisisjust kind of like acapillary. When we get into the main
duiceways, we can reach speed that you wouldn’t believe.”

“And wejust swim the whole way? How do we stay together?’

Leo smiled mischievoudy. “ There sone other thing that I’ m going to show you. I'm not exactly sure of
the physics of it, but these giant bubbles form in the duice passageways. Y ou have to push pretty hard to
get ingde them, but once you do, you can actually stand on the bottom and it will orient itsdlf like abal
with aweight on one Sde. After we get to the main passage, weridein style. That is, unlesswe haveto
change bubbles. That can get alittletricky . . .”

“Let’sgo!” said Aubry. “Thisisgoing to befun!”

“Sureitis” sad Leo. “But you haveto be careful a dl times. Thisain't the regular Met, kid, with lots of
built-in safety features. We' rein the Integument. It s supposed to be no-man’ s-land.”

“Okay, I'll becareful,” said Aubry, abit impatient to try the dunking again. “What'll | do?’

“Y ou gtart by holding on to my leg and letting me lead us to where we re going. No need to swim. Let
thejuice do your work for you . . . ready? | think this cataract’ s getting ready to pop again.”

Aubry knelt until the juice was up to her neck. She wrapped her aams around one of Leo’slegs.
“Ready,” she said. They ducked under, and the walls of the cavern contracted.

Itwas incredibly fun, if alittle bit scary at the sametime. Thejuice rushed you sofast ! Leo seemed to
guide them effortlessy through the maze of passageways at breakneck speed.

There must be something he' s noticing, Aubry thought. She began to watch the tunnelsthat Leo took and
the ones he avoided. Therewas apeculiar red rim at the top of the tunnelsthat they traveled down. But
gtill, they were moving so fast, she wondered if Leo could possibly noticeand react in time. He had
obvioudy donethismany times before.

The passageways got bigger and bigger, and soon they were in an artery that was asbig around asa
house. There, they encountered their first bubbles. But Leo waited until they were diverted into an even
bigger passage before he pushed hisway ingde one.

Hewriggled ingde asif he were a snake, then turned around and pulled Aubry in after him. They both sat
dripping on what was now the “floor” of the bubble. Outside, through the refracting sides of the bubble,
Aubry could see many other smilar bubbles, and chunks of something else floating around aswell. Then
therewas aflash of light asatribe of what looked like spinning prisms floated past.

“Those arekind of likevitamins,” Leo said. The bubblewas an air bubble, with aregular emix, asfar as
Aubry could tell, and they could findly speak. “1 saw that you figured out how | knew whereto go,” Leo
said. “Outbound passages have that faint red coloration.”

“Isthat part of the design?’ Aubry asked.

“Nobody knows. It isn't mentioned in any of the historic specs. My own persond theory isthat some
early duice runner who was dso a bioengineer coded it into the structure so he could find hisway
around.”

“Y ou mean, people have been doing thisfor along time?’



“It used to be a hobby some people were into,” said Leo. “Now everybody does group activities and
group sport. Hardly anyone remembersthe glory days of the duice runs anymore.”

“That’sgood for us, | guess,” said Aubry. She sat back and began to enjoy the view. Thiswas not as
exhilarating asthe trip down the capillaries had been, but it was beautiful in itsown right. “Where are we
headed, anyway?’

“We are headed to seeaman . . . sort of aman . . . who knows people who can help you get away.”
“A sort of aman?IshealLAP?”
“Yes,” sad Leo, “but that’s not the hdf of it. Have you ever heard of the time towers?’

“Some specid kind of Large Array of Persondities. We haven't covered that yet in identity class. It' sfor
ninth graders, | think.”

“Y ou're about to get aquick education, kid,” Leo said. “Looks like you' re going to be growing up alittle
faster than is maybe for the best, but there’ s not much to be done about it.”

“I can handleit,” said Aubry. And floating dong in agiant air bubble through the hidden integument of the
Méet, she amost thought she could.

“I’'m alittle worried, because this man—his nameis Tod—it’ s been along time since he was akid and he
isn't around kids that much. It'sarea adult place we' regoing to.”

“I"ve been running from the secret police for the past six hours,” said Aubry. “I think | can handle some
old fart time tower.”

Leo smiled hisbig, face-splitting smile a her again. “Y eah, I’m not too worried about you, to tell the
truth.”

Leo settled back on the floor of their bubble and put his hands behind his head. “Relax while you can, |
awayssay. I'd smoke acig, but this bubble is aready filling up with enough carbon dioxide to make the
two of usloopy. It would, too, but there’ sabit of gas exchange with the duice juice, and you know that
thejuiceisfull of oxygen.”

“My mother smokes,” Aubry said.

“A convert?You' rekidding?’

“Invirtud, | mean.”

“Wadll, it'skind of anasty habit, even though it won't kill you anymore.”

“I wonder what’ s going on with my mother.” For thefirst timein quite awhile, Aubry thought of her
family. Shefdt alittle bit ashamed of hersdlf for putting them out of her mind for so long. But then the
shame turned to an overal sadness, and that would not leave her. She didn’t want to, but she thought
about Sint getting histoy taken away back on Mercury, and it dl seemed unfair and stupid. Why should a
little kid have to hold in hisfrustration and take it like an adult? He was just alittle boy, after al! Aubry
tried to picture her father and Sint right then. Maybe they were on a cloudship and getting away from the
stupid Met. And maybe her mother was on another ship, taking a more roundabout route. She hoped
they were, but there was no way to know for sure, and Aubry was very afraid for them. She didn’t know
what the Department of Immunity would do with them if it found away to detain them, and not knowing
was even more horrible, in away. It was like staring down at ablack abyss and being afraid of falingin



yoursdlf.
Thirty-seven
Fragment from the Fall of Titan

“Fremden, they call us” said Vincenze Fleur. “ Strangers, in German.” Helit achemica torch and
worked away alittle more on the so-cdled snow.

“Itain’'t nothing,” replied Pazachoff. He, too, was on the snow-melting detail that Gerardo Funk had put
together out of guysin the neighborhood. Funk wasaloca grist engineer, and it was he who figured it out
about the weird snow.

“But it sour goddamn moon,” said Vincenze. “ They’ rethe Strangers.”
“Sure” said Pazachoff. “Whatever you say.”

“I just wonder why the Broca grist doesn’'t trandate it over, you know? How come it leavesit asfremden
when it overdubs?’

“How the hell would | know?” said Pazachoff. “ Ask Funk next time you see him.”

They were quiet for awhile, and they burned away at amound of snow. Every oncein awhile Vincenze
checked to seeiif the confinement grist that Funk had added to his pelliclewas till in place. If any of that
killing snow got through it, he was done for. But it seemed to be holding up pretty well, according to the
indicator readouts that popped up in his periphera vison.

“It'snot that | don't likeit,” said Vincenze.

“What?’

“ Fremden.”

“Gladto hear it.”

“I mean, they could have called us shitheads or something.”
“They probably call usthet, too,” said Pazachoff.

“What do you think we ought to cal them?’

Pazachoff straightened up, rubbed his back. “How about shitheads,” he replied, then went back to
mdting.

“My brother’ sdead,” said Vincenze. Pazachoff did not say anything. “Thisshit ate him up last week. Five
e-days ago, | mean. He was agood kid. He was practicaly running this shoe store where he worked.
Taking some night classes about law or something. He had agirl. He met her inthe class. | haven't seen
her totell her.”

Pazachoff grunted. He turned his back on Vincenze.

“I waskind of jedlousof him,” said Vincenze. He thought Pazachoff might have turned off his
communications reception, but he went on talking anyway. What e se was there to do?*“1 mean, he
worked his ass off, but | was always the better-looking of thetwo of us. Plus, | had tricked mysdlf out in
these fancy body mods. Got the muscles and everything, and for agood price. | know that guy at the



store. But here was my toad of abrother bringing home this gorgeous chick. I mean, sheain’t Sandra

Y en, but she was okay, right? And shewas al over him: Georgiethis, and Georgie that. That was my
brother’s name—George. George Pascal Fleur. So | was jedlous, but | wasrea niceto her. | mean, me
and George respected each other generdly. But he sort of noticed how | wasfedling, and after sheleft he
asked if did | think | could have flexed my armsalittle more, or did | need more light to show off my rez
coating. We sort of got into it, then and there, and George storms out, and | follow him out, ydling. HE's
only got basic adaptation, so he can’t stay outside very long, so he' s hurrying away, but | pretend like

he' srunning fromme, and | call him chicken and idiot and stuff. And then, about halfway down the street
from the house, he stops.”

Vincenze storch went out. He cast aside the handle, and reached into his backpack and got out another.
Pazachoff still wasn't looking at him, but he could tdll, sort of by the way the guy was holding himsdlf, that
he was listening. Vincenze shook the other torch hard, and it lit up. He turned back to melting the
so-called snow.

“George stops, and | figure that he' s had about as much as he' s going to take of my lip, and he's
deciding what to do next. | figure!’ll save him thetrouble, and | come after him, giving him hell thewhole
way. And when | get to him, | give him abig shove. Boy, | wasmad. | give him abig shove. And he
topples over. Fdlsright over, like | had pushed a statue. Damnedest thing. And when he hits the ground,
hejustshatters . Like he was made of glass. Shattersinto about athousand pieces. It was the damnedest

thing.”
“Did you sweep him up or anything?’ Pazachoff asked. Still he did not turn to face Vincenze.

“I'sort of ... look, | wasmad,” said Vincenze. “| guess| toreinto that pile of him, of George, | mean. |
guess | sort of kicked him dll apart . . . that pile of my brother on the ground there.”

“Jesus,” said Pazachoff. “Y our own brother.”

“Well, | talked to Funk about it,” Vincenze said. “Hetold meit wouldn't have mattered if | had like
swept him al up or anything. There was nothing to be done. There was nothing | could do.”

“Sill,” Pazachoff said. “Y our own brother.”

“You don't think | haven't thought about that?” asked Vincenze. “It waslike. . . it wasn't redl, or
something. Like it was something | had dreamed up because | was so mad. | thought it was just my
imagination or . . . hell, I don’t know what | thought. | wished it hadn’t gone like that, though. Thelast
thing he probably heard was me screaming at him like alunatic. What must he have thought?’

“Hedon't think nothing now,” said Pazachoff.

“Doyouthink it strue?” Vincenze said. “ That we just die? And that’ sit?’

“How the fuck would | know?’ Pazachoff said.

“I mean, aguy needs closure, you know? | didn’t get any closure. It' s till dl open.”

They felt the pressure wave from an explosion, and then two rockets streaked by overhead. A few
seconds later, there were more explosions.

“Shit,” said Pazachoff, “herethey come.”

“WEe d better get out of here,” Vincenze said.



“Where the hell was you planning on going?’ said Pazachoff. “We re surrounded.”
“Shit,” said Vincenze,

“Keep your torch lit,” Pazachoff said, “until the last minute.”

“Then what do we do?” asked Vincenze.

Pazachoff findly looked hisway. And he was amiling. Thelight from the torch reflected off thetegthin his
big grin.

“We get closure,” he said. “That’ swhat we do.”
Thirty-eight

Leo watched Aubry softly crying. Probably thinking of her mother, since she just mentioned her, Leo
thought. Y ou don't have to make an A with me, kid. Y ou dready passed with flying colors. He reached
over and gave Aubry’ s shoulder a squeeze.

“Settlein, kid,” he said. “We re agood twenty hours away from where we re going. If you want, I'll
show you how to take a peein these bubbles.”

“My pdllicle can take care of that,” Aubry said, sniffing up her tears. “It' sgood for three days
reprocessing al my body waste. After that—"

“After that, you' d better take areally good dump, huh? 1’ ve got basicaly the same setup.”

“| thought Earthlings didn’t use waste management,” Aubry said.

“It' sheenalong timesincel lived on Earth,” Leo replied. “1 was younger than you when we left.”
“Can| ask you apersond question?’ said Aubry, her voice getting stronge.

“Sure”

“How comeyou're so short?’

Shelooked up at Leo, probably to make sure she hadn't offended him. Leo smiled back at her. “Thisis
on purpose,” he said. “I’ m Integument-adapted. Being smaller letsme get into alot of placesabigger
person can't, asyou' ve seen. But | am also adapted for some of the higher-spin-rate bolsas. | can go
anywhere on the Met—with complete freedom.”

“Y ou're high-gravity-adapted?’

“Itain’t gravity, kid, it’s centrifuga force. And | can take about twenty gees without passing out.”
“There s placesin the Met where things weight twenty times normd?’

“Sure. Specid processing plants and the like. And garbage compactors.”

“Have you been there?’

“I'mlikearat, kid,” Leo replied. “1 go everywherein the Met.”

“You'renot arat,” Aubry said. He could tell she was drifting off again. “More like aleprechaun. Did you
ever go to the outer system?”’



“Kid,” said Leo, “| haven't left the Met in twelve e-years, and that' safact. | likeit here.”
“But beforethat?”

“Yeah, | lived on Europafor awhile,” Leo replied. “But | don’'t belong out there. | belong here, inthe
Met. I’'m not going to let the bad guys take this away from me.”

He gestured out at the duice, and the luminescent air bubbles that surrounded theirs—all headed at
breakneck speed to maintain the ecological balance.

“It'sripasdl hel,” Leo sad. “Wouldn’t you agree?’

“It's...rip,” said Aubry. She settled into hisarm crook again, and thistime sheredlly did fal adeep
soundly.

Rip or not, he had to get her out of there.
Thirty-nine

Fragment from the Fall of Titan

Citizens of Laketown, Titan, do not be alarmed. Steps are being taken for your own safety and
security. At Systematic time 0:01:01 (128— 13) a curfew will go into effect that will allow six
hours an e-day of work time followed by two hours of personal time. After that, you will be
expected to beindoors. Violatorswill be shot. The hourswill be in graduated shifts, and will be
assigned to you at your workplace.

A new era is upon you. Progress has come to the outer system. Many of you are law-abiding
citizens, and you may have wondered how long your corrupt government could stand. Justice has
finally arrived. It is my pleasure to welcome you into full Met citizenship, with all the privileges
thereto attached.

In compliance with Justice Directorate code JD-31-K19, all free converts must register forthwith.
Check your tax schedules for important announcements. Thinking of signing up to become a
DIED soldier? See your local recruiter for details.

So ordered,

C.C. Haysay, General, Department of |mmunity Enforcement Division

“It'samost unreadable,” said Thomas Ogawa. “How does he expect usto comply if we don't have any
ideawhat he’ ssaying?’

“I think that’ stheidea,” Gerardo Funk replied. “Ambiguity in the service of order.”
“Uh-huh,” said Ogawa “I wanted to thank you for saving my ship.”

“You saved it yoursdf.”

“I"d never have madeit off Titan without your warning,” Ogawasaid.

He and Funk werein abare room with asinglelight, somewherein the virtuaity. Funk had rigged up this



illicit merci channel between himsdf and the remaining free forces, in shipsthat had escgped Titan into
gpace. Neither Ogawa nor Funk knew how long the merci-cheat would last, and there was not enough
information flow-through to establish much more than two basic iconic presencesin this plain room.

Ogawa had been friends with Funk since they had both migrated to Titan from the Diaphany. They didn’t
have very much in common. Funk was an engineer, and Ogawaran asmall shuttle service that was
doomed to failure as soon as the new Lift completed spinning itself out of materia from theringsand
down to the surface. For the time being, it was aliving, and Ogawa appreciated the freedom it gave him.
Maybe that was redlly what united him and Funk—they both knew what it wasliketo live in the Met and
work for corporations whose employees ran into the millions.

They had been practically the only oneswho had taken all the Directorate threats for tax compliance
serioudy. It had been Funk who figured out what the strange snowstorm redlly was. And now Ogawa
found himsdlf the de facto commander of atattered “navy” of merchant vessasin space. Funk wasthe
leader of the sad remnants of resistance on the ground. The Met victory had been crushing and absol ute,
but neither man was prepared to give up just yet. Or ever. To give up would beto return to the lives they
had before and the conformity they’ d migrated to the outer system to escape.

“I"ve got a couple of shipsloaded to the gillswith chemica explosives. We ve got your jamming gear on
board, too,” Ogawatold Funk.

“AndtheMary Kate isready?’
“Asready asshe'll ever be. So where will you be?’

“Munioz Park.” Funk glanced at Ogawa over the table and grimaced. Ogawa had aways thought hisface
looked rubbery, and now it was practically hanging from his bones like a stretched and deflated
basketbal. “1 have something elseto tell you.”

“What?’

“It' sgoing to be more like five hundred.”
“We sad four hundred maximum.”

“1 know, Tom.”

“Do you remember how big my hold is? We Il never cram them dl in there. And even if we could get
them in stlanding up, do you remember that little factor called acceleration? G forces?’

“I understand, Thomas,” said Funk. “But each and every one of them has said he or she wantsto take his
or her chances.”

“Uninformed consent, if you ask me.”
“They know what they’ re getting into, Thomas. And what they’ re getting away from.”

Ogawa shook his head. But what was he going to do? Turn away people who wanted to escape? He
would haveto figure out something.

“When?’ he asked.
“One hour,” Funk replied. He would have to figure out somethingvery fast . Or just hope for the best.

Exactly fifty-nine minutes|ater, Funk flashed him the codes that would get theMary Kate and the two



decoy shipsthrough the planetary defenses, and Ogawa began his dive. The other ships—old freighters
that would never make it far from Saturn in the evacuation that was to follow—homed in on what Funk
thought was Met Command and what they hoped would be old Haysay himsdlf.

“How the hell did you get those codes?” Ogawa wanted to ask Funk. But after the codesfilled up every
free particlein his ship’s grist matrix, Ogawa knew the answer. These codes were free converts, and
very likely they were friends of Funk’s. He seemed to know every stray bit of programming on Titan.

The decoy ships began their dive, and Ogawa angled in right behind them, nosing as close as he could to
their reentry envelopes. When they were akilometer over the city, he threw theMary Kate into a
screaming turn, pushing to the edge of his own reinforced skeleton’ s structurd limits, and then some. The
“then some” broke one of hisarms, but Ogawa piloted with mental commands and using his handswas
grictly abackup system. He set hisbody’ s pdllicle to healing the arm as quickly asit could. Fortunately,
nothing elsefailed, and theMary Kate turned thrusters down and burned through the pressure dome
covering Murioz Park. The trees caught fire from the pure-energy flux of the ship’ sengines and, the
moment the heat was off them, froze in whatever charred state they had just been in. The ship set down
with athump, the hold swung open, and five hundred people emerged from the shelter of anearby
underground accessway. Some of them were Titan-adapted, and some wore pressure suits. They formed
into groups of ten or so and took the shape of five-sided stars, with one person being a“tip,” another a
“9de’ and so on. Each “sde” lined up with another “side” in the hold, and each “tip” wasin contact with
two others. In thisway, the refugees quickly packed themsdlvesinto Ogawa' s ship. He had to hand it to
Funk. The guy sure as hell made sure everyone was briefed and ready. Or maybe one of Funk’s convert
friends had come up with the packing arrangement. It had the look of agorithmic thinking toiit.

Within thirty minutes, everyone wasin. Ogawa said aquick prayer and blasted off, incinerating the
remainder of Laketown’ sformerly most beautiful park.

The decoy ships had more than done their job. The Hebrides section of downtown was a blasted,
flickering ruin. Excellent. He ran acheck on planetary defenses.

Shit. They were back up. Shit.

If he made a break up the gravity well, he would be detected and blown out of the Sky. TheMary Kate
wasfagt, but nothing in comparison to Titan’ s ground-based rocketry. It was designed to track and kill
anything from aten-kilogram meteor to a straying asteroid. Y ou needed such a system when you were
this closeto Saturn’ srings. At least twice ayear, some mgjor shit penetrated the atmosphere and fell out
of the sky, brought from the rings by gravity perturbations and the workings of chance. Like theMary
Kate , the interception rocket enginesran on smal bottles of anti-matter—ypaositrons, mostly—but the
rockets were unmanned and didn’t have to worry about killing anyone by accelerating too rapidly.

So Ogawa couldn’t go up. Maybe he could hide in the fault zone athousand klicks to the north, or even
under Lake Voyager. Therewas no reason his ship couldn’t survive adunking in liquid methane. But all
of thiswould defeat the purpose of coming in the first place. Five hundred people were depending on him
to get them off thisrock. What could he do? They were trapped. Hiding was not reglly an option.

“WEe |l haveto surrender,” Ogawa said. “What else can we do?’
He' d been speaking to himsalf, and was very surprised to hear avoice answering him.
“They couldn’t have gotten aproper cipher up and running thisquickly,” 1t was afemae voice.

“It must be amodification off some hardware they brought down with them. No one on this moon would
knowingly collaborate.”



“What about the bank?’ said thefirst voice.
“Wadll, yes, thereisthe bank.”

“Who the hdll areyou?’ Ogawasaid. He turned theMary Kate into a parabolathat he hoped would
keep him low enough for the time being to avoid arocket launch.

“We re the former cipher keysto the Titan Rocketry Shield, of course,” answered the mae voice. “No
red time for introductions. We re complementary keys. Y ou can cal me Insand her Ddl, if you'd like.”

“If one of uswere il in the system, we could easily disable whatever it isthey’ ve got plugged in.” said
Ded.

“Obvioudy,” replied Ins. “But we erased al copies of ourselves.”
“Thereisthe back door.”
“Dd, we left that in place for the counterattack.”

“Thereisn’'t going to be a counterattack if these people don't get off the moon,” said Del. “One of us has
to stay here, and one of us hasto go back.”

“Why not send acopy?’ Ogawa quickly suggested. What the hell am | talking about, he thought. What
do I know about any of this?

“There wouldn't be space in your ship’s matrix for the new passwords I’ m going to send back up,”
replied Ddl.

“Del, you're not serioudy thinking of going back?’

“I"'m opening up protocols with the back door guard even aswe spesk, Ins.”
“But Del, we've. . . never been apart.”

“It' stheonly logical choice”

“I know, but—"

“I'min,” said Ddl. “ Good-bye.”

“Good-bye, Dd,” said Ins. There was a short silence, then amoment later Ins spoke up again. “I have
the cipher keys. The shields are deactivated. Ddl isgoing to wait until we are safely out and then she's
goingto. .. purge hersef from the moon’s system.”

“I’'m sorry, guy,” Ogawasaid. “Let’s make what she did worth it and get the holy hell out of here.”

He turned thrusters down and blasted up into foggy red sky, a reverse meteorite. Within seconds, he'd
cleared the atmosphere. Within minutes, he was out of the rockets' range.

It was't until hourslater, when Ogawa was sure he wasn't being followed, that he rendezvoused with
the remaining ships of the Titan “fleet.” They divided the passengers up among them and each set off for
farther out in the system. They had learned on the merci that al of Saturn’s moon’ swere taken, aswere
Uranus's, that Neptune was hard pushed and would soon fall to Amés, and that Jupiter was under Siege.
Pluto had surrendered without afight. Ogawa sarm hurt, but it was amost healed.



They would stealthily approach Neptune and see what was going on there. And if Neptune fell? Maybe
the Oorts.

Or, hdl, maybe the Centauris, Ogawathought. He' d dways wanted to go there.

Funk pulled himself into the control room of theMary Kate and used the handholds on the bulkheads to
maneuver himsdf into the copilot’ s seet, which was usualy empty. Hewas smiling hisbig, rubbery smile.

“Of the five hundred and eleven evacuees,” he said to Ogawa, “ guess how many survived.”
“I don’'t know,” Ogawareplied. “You did.”
“Wedl did!” Funk exclaimed. “ Thanksto you.”

The display screen in front of them showed the minute drifting detritus and the icy chunks that made up
Saturn’srings al about them. They were hidden away in the densest sector, indgde the Cassini Division.
Normally Ogawawould have been quite tensein this Stuation, using the full power of his convert Sdeto
calculate and avoid space-debris trgectories. But now he had afull, unbound convert doing the work for
him. Ogawahad set Insto the task as soon asthey’ d entered the rings. He had no way of knowing if the
convert felt anything like grief over the loss of his complementary key. But asfar as Ogawawas
concerned, both of the agorithms had met the Turing test for heroes. He was going to treet Insas he
would any other man who had lost aloved one—give him something to do to take his mind away from
thepain.

“All of ussurvived but one,” Ogawa said to Funk. “If we ever get out of thisdive, I'm going to see that
something beautiful is named after her.She saved dl of our lives, not me.”

“Wadl,” said Funk, and he pulled at his cheek until it stretched a good two inches away from hisface.
“Nobody’ s come up with any name for theserings, yet. For all of them, | mean, as a system. How about
cdling them after her?”’

“Why not?” said Ogawa. “|1 guess we re the government in exile of Titan and Saturn and al her moons.”

Funk released hisfacia skin. It made a sucking sound at it wobbled back into place. “ Shall we get the
hell out of here, Mr. Prime Minigter?’

“Absolutely, Mr. Presdent,” said Ogawa.

He powered up histhrusters and, with the free convert to guide him, soon cleared the Ddl Rings of
Saturn and sped away from his native sun as fast as antimatter propulsion could take him.

Forty

Aubry woke up before Leo. She dipped from beside him and gently made her way over to press her
nose against the side of their bubble. It was warmer in there than it had been, and the air was noticeably
gtale. She had been dreaming that she was lost in a gigantic department store—the kind that advertised a
billion kinds of goods and services, with a square kilometer of display space. Choose an item and get an
ingtant ingtantiation of it from the grist at the service counter. She had had to give the store her full name
upon entering (which you never had to do in red life) and she' d wandered bewildered among dl the
items as they screamed advertisements for themsalves and called out her name whenever she passed
them by asif she had personadly insulted them beyond measure. In the dream, she kept apologizing to
things like swimsuits and household appliances, but none of them would take her word that she was
sorry, and they all kept yelling at her through what sounded like tears of rage.



A few minutes of gazing out a the duice camed her down, but then she began thinking of her family once
again, and her frustration was replaced with sadness. Leo woke up after awhile, and the two of them
gpent about an hour of wordless duice-watching. It was amazing how what she had once thought of as
snot now appeared incredibly pretty to her and fascinating to be within.

Findly Leo told her that they were approaching their destination and to get ready. She had awakened
feding very hungry. Leo said he would show her some stuff you could egt that grew in the Integument.
Then he had described what it looked like, and she had instructed her pellicle to do what it could to
dampen down her hunger. Maybe you could get to like swimming through snot, even breathing it. But
egting boogers. . . shewas going to wait on that one until it became absolutely necessary.

Aubry couldn't tell, but Leo said that they had dowed down considerably relative to the speed that they
had been traveling. She saw him carefully noting several side passagesthat they passed. Try as she might
she couldn’t see any special markings on these. Then Leo saw the one that he wanted, and hetold her
how to exit the bubble. She gave onelast look around. The place was starting to fed, not like home, but
comforting, at least. Then she jumped as high as she could up from the stickiness of the “floor.” When
she came down, shewriggled her hipslikeabely dancer . . . and did right through the surface tension of
the air bubble and into the duice juice once again.

Leo quickly followed her, and she once again held on to hisankle and let him lead her. For amoment,
Aubry couldn’t get hersdlf to suck in the juice. But then she did and it filled her lungs with oxygen—more
than had been |eft in the bubble, actudly. Shefdt giddy and light-headed for amoment, but she held on
to Leo and the feding passed.

Again they made their way through a series of passageways. These did not have the red markings a their
entrances as the others had, but were differently shaped. Leo alwaystook the onesthat were éliptical
rather than circular. Finaly, they squirted through an opening and when the juice pressure stopped,
Aubry raised her head into—air. An e-mix of atmosphere. She wasin acavern very smilar to the one
where she' d first encountered the duicejuice. Leo helped her up out of the juice and Aubry found herself
gtanding on firm ground for thefirst timein dmaost one e-day. Her legs felt wobbly, and she sumbled a
couple of times before she found her footing.

“Takeyour time getting used to walking again,” Leo told her. “We reamost there.”

Without another word, Leo led her back into the Integument. After an hour or so of scrambling and
crawling, they emerged into a passageway that seemed very harsh and geometrically arranged. It took
Aubry amoment to redlize that they were back in the Met proper, and that thiswas just aregular
corridor in abolsasomewhere. The spin was alittle greater than Mercury’ s pull, but not, Aubry thought,
afull Earth gee.

“Thisis4till aserviceway,” Leo said. “We want to stay away from DI sensors as much as possible.”
“Wherearewe?” Aubry asked. “Arewe still on the Digphany?”

“Indeed we are,” Leo answered. “Thisis actudly a pretty famous bolsa. 1t isthe remains of the 2993
Digphany Conjunction span. Some important historic eventstook place in these parts.”

“Don’t tel me, | know,” said Aubry. “It was the Conjubilation of ' 93, right? The Merge?’

“That’s correct, miss. And this bolsais known as Conjubilation East—though how they decided what
was east and west, | do not comprehend.”

After only afew more minutes of walking, a door portal opened for them, and Leo and Aubry stepped



into asmall room that looked like the reception area of an office. In acorner there was atable that might
have been a communications console, but nobody was present in the room.

“Mrs. Candidate?’ Leo said to the room. There was no answer. “That's odd. She' sthe free convert who
isthe receptionist and office manager here,” he said. He walked to the table, and touched it. “Dead,” Leo
murmured. “1 guesswejust goinand. . . uh-oh.” Leo put his hand to the door on the opposite side of
theroom. “I’m having to override some kind of lockout . . . good thing | bought that lockpick grist
instead of paying my rent that time. . . there. Okay.”

The door irised open. Leo stepped inside and Aubry followed close at his hedls. She glimpsed red,
something sticky on the floor. Then Leo stepped out from in front of her vison.

Bodies. The room wasfull of bodies. They were carefully lined up againgt the wadl. Each was dumped
over, with hisor her throat carefully cut. That waswhere dl the blood came from.

Aubry stared at the bodies. Without thinking, she began to count them. Ten. Twelve. Fifteen. Fifteen
bodieswith cut throats. She couldn’t tell how many males or fema es and she suddenly couldn’t bregthe
right. Couldn’t brestheright at all.

Leo scooped her into hisarms and ran with her back to the reception area. He set her down, then
hurriedly closed the door behind them.

“What?’" Aubry ssammered. It was her voice, she thought. It sounded like her voice. “What happened?’
“I don't know,” Leo said. “Obvioudy the Department of Immunity has been here.”

“Theydid that? But they stop things like that from happening! They don't. . . they don't. . .” Aubry
couldn’t finish her thought, and she didn’t finish her sentence.

“I need . . . kid, | need you to stay here and let me go back in there for a second.”
“No!” Aubry said. “I mean. .. don't gointhere”

“I'vegot to, kid,” Leo replied grimly. “Got to seeif he’ sthere.”

“Thetime-tower LAP?’

“That’ sthe one. Tod. Beright back. Stay here.”

L eo opened the door and Aubry caught another flash of blood. Then he closed it behind him. Withina
minute, he stepped back out.

“Can’'t find him,” said Leo. “We d better get out of here.”
“Wherewill wego?’

Leo frowned, rubbed hisforehead. “ At the moment, I’ m not real sure about that, Aubry,” he said.
“Away from here; that’ sfor sure.” Helet out along sigh. “Thiswas my contact point to pass you adong to
the ship that was supposed to take you out of the Met.”

“What do we do?’ she asked.
At that very moment, asif in answer, the room spoke in avery clear, metalic voice.

“ Remain in position. You have violated Department of |mmunity Protocol Districting. Remainin



position. Any attempt to flee will be added to the charges against you. Remain in position.”

Forty-one

Fragment from the Fall of Titan

Genera C.C. Haysay used his spare body to dig out the remains of his main aspect from the rubble of
the fremden sneak attack. He was mad as hell. He' d had his origina body for over ahundred years, and
he' d dways taken good care of it so it would be good for ahundred more. And now hereit wasal
mangled—and burnt even beyond the ability of the best grist to repair it. One of these days he' d catch
whoever was responsible for that dive-bomb attack and dowly disassemble them, molecule by molecule.
That is, if the fool hadn’t been killed in the attack itsdlf. These fremden were just about fanatical enough
todoit.

Though what they had to be fanatical about, Haysay failed to see. This smog-ball moon was certainly
nothing to go dying for. Of course, that was precisay whathe had done. Fortunately, however, Haysay
wasaL AP, and killing one body didn’t amount to much if you wanted to take him out. In fact, it was just
about impossibleto kill aLAP. He d never heard of it happening, not once. Hurting aLAP, though, was
well within the redm of theimagination—in actudlity, asamaiter of fact.

“Haysay, front and center!” It wasthe familiar voice of Haysay’ s dreams and nightmares. A deadly cam
voice. Of medium pitch. Precise enunciation, asif the words were notes plucked on a harpsichord.

“Here, Director!” Haysay left only aportion of his awareness on Titan to ded with the body detail. He
wanted, at leat, to give himself adecent burid.

“I’d say you had one hdll of afuck-up on your hands, wouldn't you?’

There was no use trying to deny anything to Ameés. The Director knew. He dways, somehow, knew.
Everything.

“Yes, Director,” Haysay answered. “One hedll of afuck-up on my part.”

“Now that'swhat | liketo hear,” Amés said. Haysay felt the virtud equivaent of ahand on hiselbow,
and helet himsdlf be pulled dong. He found himself in ablack void—how big it was wasimpossibleto
tell.

Standing, asif in gpace, was Amés. He wore the silver, blue, and red uniform of his office, with the solar
burst upon his chest, dangling asameda. There wasfirm, though invisible, footing under Haysay’ sfeet,
and he stood before his Director. Haysay was agood eighteen inchestaller than Amés. But thissize
difference gave Haysay absolutely no sense of mastery over the smaler man. On the contrary. Amés
seemed lithe and quick, and Haysay fdt like abig, gangly moron.

“What are we going to do about that fuck-up?’

“I’ve purged the moon'’ s defense system, Director,” said Haysay. “WE re obtaining an indentured
convert of sufficient sophistication to take over. In the meantime, we' ve manned each rocket with itsown
soldier-convert crew.”

Ameéslooked up at his generd with contempt in his eyes. He turned his back and strode away afew
sepsinto the black void. No matter how far he went, he stayed evenly lit, with solar burst shining.



“I meant,” Améssad, “ ‘we asin‘me. ”
“Oh,” said Haysay.

“I think you have had far too much Glory for the nonce, General Haysay. | think | overindulged you,
even.”

Haysay swalowed, found hisvoice. “That may be so, Director.”
“Itisso,” Amésreplied. “Itisso.”
“Yes, Director.”

“ForaLAP,” said Amés, “you are an extraordinarily doppy thinker. Everything that happened—every
mistake you made—was something that you perfectly well should have foreseen.”

“I'... 1 did not foresee these things,” said Haysay. “But we took the moon and, in fact, the entire local
system of moons.”

“Haysay, take off your shirt.”
“Director?’

“Take off your shirt.”

“My shirt, Director?’

Amés had turned, and now he was approaching Haysay with quick strides. There was something in his
hand. What wasthat in hisright hand?

“Off with the shirt, Generdl.”

With amurmur of befuddlement, Haysay did as he was ordered.

“Now turn around.”

“Director, may l ak . . .”

“I’m going to beat you, Haysay. I’ m going to give you one lash for every fremden rebel who got away.”
“Beat me? But, Director, that was over five hundred—"

“Five hundred and twelve aspects,” Amés said. “Haysay, thisisgoingto hurt . .

Améslashed out. It was awhip! He was holding abullwhip. The legther tip caught Haysay acrossthe
cheek and toreinto hisflesh.

“Better turn around, Haysay, or I'm afraid | might tear the faceright off of you.”

Haysay spun wildly. A door. He had to find away out of there! But there wasn't any door. What kind of
place had Amésled him into? There was aways adoor out of the virtudity!

Pop! Haysay redled asthe whip dug into his back. The welt was barely bloodying up when the second
strike came, and then the third.

Haysay turned in sputtering protest, and another lash caught him across the mouth. He tasted blood from



where he had bitten histongue. What kind of awful smulation wasthis?

“Don’t worry, Generd,” said Amés. “Y ou're il inthe virtudity. None of thisisred.”
Another blow, thistime across his chest.

“Perhaps you can take comfort in that,” said Amés.

Haysay fdt asudden anger at Amés sirony. He lunged at the Director like an animd . . . and bounced
off aninvisblewadl of force.

“There’ snowhereto go, you stupid fool,” Amés said. “ So why don’t you give me your back and stand
dill likeaman?’

He dlowed Haysay amoment of respite. The genera, who was not stupid at al, merely bullheaded,
redlized the position hewasin, and calculated his chances for escape.

Zero.

Without another word, he turned his back to Amés, and bent down with his hands on his kneesto brace
himsdf for the blows. They were not long in coming.

Hewould just haveto try very hard not to disappoint the Director again. That wasthe lesson he was
being taught.

But what avery long lesson it was.
Forty-two
The Department of Immunity message began to repest itsdlf.
“Oh shit,” Leosad. “I guess| tripped some sensor that | didn’t notice.”
They rushed toward the exit. The door would not open.

“Shit!” Leo yelled, and banged againgt it. It didn’t budge. Then he concentrated and put hishandstoit.
“Damn security lock,” he said.

“Let metry,” said Aubry. “I’'m pretty good at that sort of thing.”

“Jesus, | promised your dad . . . shit! Shit! It stoo complicated for my lockpick subroutine.” He backed
away from the door and Aubry swarmed her pellicle grist into contact with it. Thelock was very
complicated. She did completdly into virtudity and had along look at it. There was no way past the
intermeshed barriersfacing her. It waslike afencein front of some important building.

But wasit redly like that? Or was the complex barrier just the pictureit presented in the usud virtua
view? Shefed the data into one of the non-visua paradigmsthat her mother had taught her how to use.
Inthisway shewas ableto “fed” the shape of thelock. Fed itand . . . fed around it.

It was athree-dimensiond fagade of afour-dimensiona matrix. That is, this was the presentation in the
“touch” paradigm she was employing. What she had redlly discovered was aback door in the
programming. Aubry reached “behind” thelock, asif she could reach behind adoor and open it from the
other sde. There was no way to visudize that in three dimensions, but there was no problem for the
daughter of afree convert to seethelock thisway.



She clicked the door open. “Therewe go,” Aubry said.
“Remainin pogtion,” blared the wals. Aubry and Leo did exactly the opposite, and ran out into the halls.
It wastoo late.

A Department of Immunity sweeper unit, brigtling with gas nozzles and needles that gleamed evilly and
dispensed something awful that Aubry didn’t even want to guess at, was gliding down the hal. It used its
grist to turn the corridor into Ve cro ringlets. 1ts own surface, top and bottom, was covered with tiny
hooks, and it latched into the new-formed ringlets, then let go, and so advanced toward them in the hall.
The sweeper drew closer with the sound of aconstant Velcro ripping.

“ Do not move do not move do not move!” the sweeper intoned in awoman’svoice.” Cease flight,
cease flight cease flight!”

Again, Aubry and Leo ignored the instructions and turned to run down the corridor the other way. But
the sweeper wasincredibly fast, and they had no chance of escape.

“When we round that bend,” Leo caled to Aubry, “you keep going. I'm going to try to hold that thing
up-”

“Hold it up? Leo, you haven't got achance.”

“Dowhat I, say, kid!” heydled a her. “If | hear any more guff from you, I’m telling your father.”
“Lep—"

“Doit, Aubry!” They cameto the corner. “Now!” Aubry flew around the corner—

—right into the arms of awoman.

The woman was barely larger than Aubry, but she stopped Aubry’ s motion without seeming to move a
muscle. Then she grabbed Aubry by the shoulders, and, before Aubry could say aword (or even think),
the woman shoved Aubry behind her. Then she reached around the corner and did exactly the samething
to Leo.

“What the fuck!” Leo exclamed.

“Keep her out of theway,” the woman said to Leo, and pointed at Aubry. Then the woman undung
something long and pointed from her back. She rounded the corner.

For amoment, Aubry and Leo stood together, amazed. Then they could not help themselves, at least
Aubry felt she could not, and Leo joined her. They peered around the corner.

The woman was advancing on the DI sweeper. It was eadly five times her Sze. Shedid not waver for a
moment. The sweeper extended what Aubry supposed was a gas nozzle of some sort. The woman
immediately and expertly inserted thetip of thelong rod she carried into the nozzle. There was a softhirr,
as of grinding machinery, followed by alittle puff of smoke somewherein the sweeper’ sinnards. Then
the woman extracted the rod and ran back to them at breakneck speed.

“It'sgoing to blow,” she said matter-of-factly, and pulled them around the corner with her.

It blew. Boy, did it blow. A rush of heat and light picked them up and threw dl three of them a good ten
meters down the hall they werein. A noxious smdll filled the air, and Aubry could barely seefor dl the
smoke.



“Areyou Friends of Tod?" the woman asked them.
“Yeah,” said Leo.

“He said there were more coming.” She quickly shook his hand, then took Aubry’s and shook it. Aubry
withdrew her hand and stared at it for a moment, then looked back at the woman.

Shewas repositioning the rod on her back. Shewas still small, but Aubry felt a sudden chill go through
her.

Thiswoman could kill mewith her little finger, Aubry thought. She could kill me just with alook,
probably.

“Pleased to meet you,” Aubry said. Face the thingsthat scare you, her father had told her more than
once. It doesn’t make them any less scary, but at least you can see where their claws are when you are
looking at them. Aubry had never thought she’ d meet the living embodiment of her father’ s metaphor.
Thiswoman waskind of scary.

“My nameisJll,” thewoman sad.

PART TWO
NITROGEN RAIN

One
TheBorrasca
A Memoir
by L ebedev, Wing Commander, L eft Front
Introduction and Apology

Although afull recounting of my rolein the recent hodtilitiesiswhat | am about here, | would be remissif
| did not fill in afew details as to my own background and some genera facts about cloudships. Most
people have never met acloudship, after dl, and you cannot communicate with them by the normal
channels of the merci. Especialy in the period before the war, cloudships, rightly or wrongly, consdered
themselves a breed gpart, and there were those in our number who made arguments to the point that we
were a different species than other human beings, and that we were asfar aboveHomo sapiens asHomo
sapiens was aboveAustral opithecus . | was not among these who made such an argument, but | must
admit to acertain doof attitude toward anything having to do with the solar system inside of the orbit of
Muto.

You see, | had gotten out of there, and | had no intention of ever going back before the war began. In
fact, if you had told me that | would not only return to the solar system, but be part of the attack on the
Méet, | would have laughed in your face (thet is, provided you were not a cloudship without an aspect, in
which case you would not have had aface to begin with).

| was born on Earth, in old Russig, in 2376. The less said about my early years, the better. | came from
weath—old Moscow Mafiamoney, now washed by afew generations, it was claimed—and my first
thirty yearswere, asthey once said in America, nothing to write home about. In fact, | did not write
homefor aperiod of fifteen e-years, except to keep my banker (and so my father; they were the same



person) informed of my current whereabouts so that he could send my regular checks. This period of
debauchery could not last, and did not. | remember waking up one noontime in aLondon gutter. (I have
sncetried to discover which one. | believe it was somewhere on Shaftesbury Avenuein the Central
Didtrict, but asto the exact drainage dough, my memory, understandably, failsme.) | lay in that guitter,
surrounded by rotting city detritus, with the hot sun upon my pate and my head on fire—that is, with a
hangover, and not literally—as sometimes happens, I’ m told, with the new bioactive drugs. | had on no
clothes, and had contracted amost violent case of sunburn. What's more, | was the object of
congderable attention from severd of the passersby, who were by no means entirely respectable
charactersthemselves. | got meto aflophouse, but it was along, excruciatingly painful, and humiliating
journey, let metell you. And | lay therefor near two weeks, recuperating, my skin pedling off asif | were
aeucayptustree.

It was during that time that | made aholy oath with mysdlf to get asfar away from the sun asaman could
oet, and Stay there, so that | might never experienceits blistering power again.

Thiswas apromise | was destined to break, but more on that anon.

Wi, thiswas Earth in the 2300s, and space travel was il horribly expensive and out of range of evena
rich young fellow such as 1. No, the only way into space was through merit in those days, or at least the
gppearance of merit through professiona qualification. And the way to qudification, | discovered to my
horror, lay through scholarship. | had to start very nearly at the beginning, for | had left school when |

was fifteen and very nearly could not read by thispoint in my career.

| shal not recount the history of the arduousfirst years. Determined to avoid the pitfal of depending upon
my father’ sgrudging generosity, | enrolled in night classes, where | reacquainted mysdlf with the a phabet
and with the arithmetic operands. | eventualy matriculated to college, and by that time | had made the
odd discovery that | actuallyliked learning and was not at al bad at it. Thiswas as much asurpriseto me
asaman must fed when he discoversthat, to hishorror and happiness, he hasfdlen deeply inlovewith
an ugly womean.

From college, | went on to graduate school, and received my doctorate from the University of Wisconsin
inthe old United States, where | wrote my dissertation on the Formation Mechanics of the Oort system
that rings our solar system. So you see, | had not forgotten that my life' s purpose was to be getting asfar
away from the dreaded old Sol as| could possibly get. | took particular satisfaction in the fact that my
studiesrequired agreat deal of nighttime work at observatories, and included onetrip up to the old
Hubble-Penrose Platform then in Earth orbit. Thiswas my first spaceflight, and my first experience of
weightlessness. | immediately applied, and was accepted for, a position on the old Farside Station of
Luna. Atfirst, | was very excited about getting off Earth, but | quickly discovered that, during the lunar
“day,” asunnier and hotter spot had not been discovered (this was before the settlement of Mercury, of
course). The single bright point of my stay on the moon was anew friendship | formed therewith a
historian who had managed to get himsdlf stationed there. His name at the time was Lucius Montgomery.
We becamefast friends, and discovered that we had the same godl in life, but completely different
motives. It was at that time that, as ajoke, we began referring to one another as our favorite character or
author in literature. | cannot remember the genesis of this practice, but believe it had something to do with
the way one used to sign the old “e-mail” of that era. In any case, | took on the name Lebedev, from
Chekov's*“Ivanov.” | shdl not divulge my first name, since it would mean nothing to most of you, and
those to whom it might ring abell are those whom | would rather not know.

Lucius Montgomery became Tacitus.

Two



Bob fiddled madly as Makepeace Century’ s ship,Mrs .Widow , approached Triton. Thered hewas
playing seemed very familiar to Andre Sud, but try as he might, Andre couldn’t quite placeit. Outside,
Neptune whedled by underfoot asthe living quarters of the ship catapulted over itself to create a
semblance of gravity. The ship’sspin, clearly visible through the transparent floors, had, at first, been
disconcerting, and abit sickening, to Andre.

[But you can get used to just about anything that isn't actively trying to kill you,] his convert portion said,
and Andre nodded to no one but himsalf.

“All right, Bob, I give up,” said Andre. “What isthe name of the song?’

But ingtead of tdlling him thetitle of the tune, Bob just laughed in his maniaca way and continued sawing
away & it. Andrejoined TB and Molly Index, both of whom were Sitting at atable playing an odd
memory game.

“It'sthat cookie,” TB said, after staring at the table for severa minutes. *Y ou ate dl the chocolate chips
out of it.”

“Damn, you'regood,” said Molly. She reached over, picked up the cookie, and finished it off. “My
turn,” she said, then turned her back to the table.

Upon the table was an assortment of items: three more cookies, two glasses, one awineglass, and a
bottle of red wine, apiece of string, abandanna, and five keys, four of which were broken. TB reached
over and turned the label of the wine bottle, which had been facing him, to the other side of the bottle,
facing away. “Okay,” he said. Mally turned back around and began to study the table. Neptune whedled
undernesth them once again.

Bob’ sfiddling went from antic to something more sedate. M akepeace Century climbed down the runged
wall next to the accessway.

“Troubles,” she said. Her face, dways one grimace away from gppearing haggard, was lined with a
frown.

“What isit?’ Molly asked.
“Threeblack ships,” Century replied. “Come and see.”

They climbed up to the accessway and Andre felt himself getting lighter asthey approached the larger
part of the ship, around which the tethered living quarters svung. Soon they werein zero gee. He'd
aways been fairly good at moving about in free fall. With the cessation of spin, Neptune had stopped
turning relative to the passengers and was dead ahead of them out the ship’ sforward viewport.

“Have alook inthe virtudity,” Century said. Everyone shifted over to the local merci. They were hanging
in space, bodiless. Neptune was many times closer, and the ringlets were clearly visible. There, against
the blue of the planet, were, as Century had described them, three black ships.

“Something strange. We are only seeing those ships by eectromagnetic Sgnas. Not amerci band is
connecting.”

“Yes” sad TB. “I fed it. Themerci isbeing jammed.”
“I've never heard of such athing,” Molly said.

“It can't bedone,” Andresaid. “ Theoreticdly.”



“I’ve seen this class of ship before,” Century said.
They were enormous scythes, bound together with barbed wire.

[ The scythe handles are a half mile thick, according to the sensors] Andre’ s convert whispered. [The
length is more than five miles from blade to handle end.]

“What arethey?’ Andre said.
“They're of the Met. DIED destroyers,Dabna -class,” replied Century.
“DIED?’ sad Mally.

“Department of Immunity Enforcement Division,” Century said. “ Seethemisslebligters.” A red circle
appeared, outlining a spot on one of the shipsthat was an inkier black than the rest of the skin’ s body.
“See, t00, those positron cannon?’ A blue triangle pinpointed another area on the ship, but Andre failed
to discern even the dightest difference.

“How canyou tdl?’ hesaid.

A disembodied Cheshire-cat grin gppeared beside him in the virtuaity. “ Got eyesin the back of my
head,” Century said.

“But how do you know they’re Met?” Molly asked.

“Because they are pure warships. Have you heard of the deadly outer system armada?’
“No, I'mafraid | don't pay much attention to such things.”

“Wdl, thereisn't one,” said Century. “No fighting ships. Not likethose. Thoseare Amés's.”
“What arethey doing here?’

“Need you ask?’

“Y ou can’'t mean they’ re attacking Triton?’

“Icanand | do.”

Asif the ships had heard M akepeace Century’ swords, dl three smultaneoudy released a salvo of
missiles. The missile engines briefly shonelike little suns, and then they streaked off toward what looked
like collison courseswith the planet. “They'll be circling round,” said Century. “ The moon they're after is
on the other sde now.

“Y ou seethose ships?’ she growled. “Have you eyes?’
“Yes, and amemory,” Andrereplied. “I remember aman on Triton. A friend of mine.”

“Thisweatherman you' ve oft dluded to?” Andre didn’t think it was possible, but Century’ s face became
even more haggard. It was ghastly white, and split with worry lines. “What can aweatherman do against
apodtronic cannon, | ask you? Is he made of antimatter, that the rayswill strike him like aharmless
beam of light?”

Andre laughed. “No, he' sjust aman. About six feet tall. Lookslike an old crow.”

“And what isthisugly man’sname?’ Century asked.



“Sherman,” said Andre. “Roger Sherman.”

Century gasped. The effect was so dramatic that for amoment Andre was sure it was staged, and meant
asirony. But then awry smile came over her wizened face, and some of the doom went out of it.

“Captain Roger Sherman, you would be meaning?’ said Century.

“I believe he' sacolond now.”

“Aye, hewould be.”

“You know thisfelow?” TB asked, suddenly more interested in the conversation, it seemed.
“I know him,” said Century.

“And how isthat?’

“Wadll,” said Century, “for one thing, he killed my husband. And he nearly got me, too. Took my hand—"
She held out her right hand. “This one' s new-grown.”

“Hekilled your husband?’ Molly said. Sheturned toward Andre, her feet braced against a bulwark clest.
“And thismanisafriend of yours?’

“Before| got hold of Mrs. Widow and turned to the smuggling racket, | used to be in amore dangerous
lineof work,” Century said. “Revolution. Clint—that was my man—Clint and me were about liberating
Mars from the directorate nonsense.”

“Youwerein FUSE?’ Molly said. “A terrorist?’

“Il wasn't only init,” said Century. “I founded the goddamned thing, and Clint with me.” Century ran her
fase hand over her face, touched her eyes. “I was younger than this, if you can believeit, and with youth
comesfoolishness, likeapelicle of cursed grist.”

“Cursed grigt,” TB said. “That, | know al about.”

“We had someinitia success” Century said, “in blowing the ever-living hell out of afew things. Then
along came dear old Captain Roger Sherman and his company of devils. The Fever Blisters, we caled
them. Only they were asight more deadly. Found us out and routed us. The dumb and unlucky, he
captured. The brave went down with the ship.”

“Except for you,” Andre said.

“I fled,” Century intoned, “in horror and amazement. Didn't stop running till 1 got meto the Carbuncle
and waswd| hid with my sigter, Gladys. Even there, | lived nigh-on two yearsin morta dread. Changed
my name and rethought my politicsabit.” Now Century smiled awicked amile. “But only abit,” shesad.

“If anyone can stop Amés,” Andresaid, “it is Sherman.”

“All right, then,” said Mally. “ All right. But how do you propose we get down to the moon in the first
place, Captain Century?’

“A quedtion likethat,” Century said, “deserves amother and akindly upbringing.” She looked hard out
the viewport. “I don't suppose any of you have an idea, do you?’

“It'snot ablockade,” Andre said. “Those ships are on the opposite side of the planet. It'sa sneak



attack.” Helooked out the viewport. “We get in behind them,” he continued. “Wefollow theminto
Triton. We bresk away and land in the confusion of the fighting. Leave them something in orbit to shoot
out of thesky.”

“The bulk of my ship,” Century said.

“It would have to Stay in space anyway,” Andre replied. “ They’re going to blast it one way or the other.”
“Aye.” Century’s gloom returned to her face.

“What about the cannon you talk about?’ asked Mally. “What about the missiles?’

“If we can get in close enough to their reaction plume, they’ d not risk amissile. The flare would kill them,
too. The cannon are another thing, though.”

“Do you redly think they can firedirectly behind themsdalves?” said Andre.

“| agree,” answered Century, “that would be an admirable place to be. Getting there, though, might
require something aong the lines of adirect intervention from the deity. Think you can pray that up for us,
Father Andre?’

“What about adecoy?’ said Andre. “Think about it: Y ou'regoing in for the kill, and a ship appearsto
your aft. Y ou' re preparing to make war. Everything isin adither. All minds are set on what’ s ahead.”

Century put her hand in her hair, twirled astrand about afinger, and absentmindedly pulled out an entire
hank of gray.

[ The woman comes gpart, just like her ship,] Andre's convert said.

“There are S0 many holesin your ideaand so many variablesto consider,” shesad, “that | likeit.
Because the only way it could possibly work would be if you happened to have at your service the finest
pilot in the outer system.” She looked back out into space. “We give them the living quarters,” she said,
“sothey’ll think they’ ve done for us. All handswill stay here. And you”—she indicated Bob—*will fiddle
me atune while | work. Something to fit the mood, if you please. Therest of you . . . atach your sweet
selvesto the walls and Father Andre, be about your prayers—or whatever it isyour kind does.”

Bob cackled with ddlight, and everyone else moved to do as Century had commanded.

“No time better than the present,” she said, after everyone was secure. “We' regoing in.” Century didn’t
move, but Andre could tell by the dackness of her posture that she wasin thevirtudity. They felt thefirst
push of acceleration. It grew. And grew. And grew. Bob began to play thefiddle, and, after a moment,
Andre recognized the music.

[My God,] his convert portion said. [| know that piece. It isone of Despacio’s“A4 Variations.”]

Mrs. Widowcontinued to build speed, and the grist in the wallsinteracted with Andre' spellicleto form a
stronger bond. It gave alittle, asif he were afly stuck in glue. Century hersaf drifted quickly back and
dammed into the rear bulkhead of the control room, where she, too, stuck tight. Her eyesremain fixed
on aredlity that only she could see. But presently, the Met black ships became visiblein actudity as dots
againgt Neptune. The dots quickly grew to the size of grapes and Andre could begin to make out their
shapes. At that distance, their surfaces|ooked like they were encrusted with black hailstones. Nothing at
al likethe shipsof the outer system. Ominous. Like the kind of precipitation that kills cattle when it falls.
Closer, and he could see their enginesfire up. The sudden whitelight of antimatter becoming energy inan
ingtant. Closer, and he saw them as he d viewed them in virtudity, ahand full of harvesting sickles bound



together with barbed wire.

[Now would be agood timeto pray,] said the convert, [if you were that kind of priest.]
Three bdls chimed. For amoment, Andre thought they were only sounding in his own mind.
“They’ve seen us,” said Century. “ Quarters pods away!”

Hefdt theMrs. Widow lurch, then readjust hersdlf to the new mass. Bob continued to play, fighting for
each note againgt the strain of continued acceleration. The music was reaching itsrousing climax. The
musi ¢ sounded smeared, as Bob had to fret with such strength, but somehow the dision of notes suited
the piece, and it was even more affecting and appropriate.

They screamed in toward the Met ships. Toward a ship, the middle one in the formation.
“We'refaster!” Century called out. “ By God, we' re faster than those [ubbers.”

Then there was a bright flash to starboard. “ Ah, my poor ship,” said Century. “The quartersal blown to
hell now and al that fine decorating grist bought dear and gone for naught.”

They’ d spent the last haf e-month in the quarters, and Andre had not been particularly impressed with
the old captain’ staste in cabin grist. Good riddance, he thought. The harsh blaze of the middle ship's
engine now filled the viewport.

“Haveto shut her closed,” Century said, and immediately the viewport opagued. “Put al the mass | can
to forward for shielding. You dl can watch in virtud, if you like, but there won't be much to see but a
fase color flare. Gonna have to do the steering by judging intensity levels.” The ship lurched to port, then
back to starboard, then ahard lurch to port again. “Locked in,” said Century. “By God, we re there!”

TheMrs. Widow roared and shuddered asif agiant baby were using it as a shaketoy.
“Isthat norma?’ Andre heard Mally cal out. “It fedsasif we' re bresking apart.”

“WEe re burning away like acomet,” Century replied. “But there should be enough of usto forward to
keep us from mdting entirely away before we get to the moon.”

“At least, you hope s0,” Molly said.

“Weal live on hope, friend,” said Century. “And speed! Now comes the dangerous part—where wefall
out of the sky like ameteor and hope to hell the people on the moon below don't destroy us for our
troubles”

“Seeif themerci isgill jammed,” TB said. It wasthe first time hel d spoken since the dive began.

As had been the case in space, thelocal merci was not jammed, but al other communications were.
Century quickly broadcast their identity to the ground forces—whatever those might consst of. Shegot a
brief answering response.

“They say they’ll try not to shoot us,” shetold them. “But accidents do happen.”
“Chrigt,” Mally said. “The gdlows humor out here in the boondocks can get to be abit much, | think.”

Century dammed away to port without further warning. The accel eration increased to the point that
Andre felt his head might explode like a tepped-on melon. Then there was asudden lurchinthe
opposite direction. He could literdly fed the blood dosh around inside him, and he saw dark spotsin his



vigon.

“WEe ve hit the atmosphere,” said Century. “ Such that it is.” She opened up the viewport, and dl Andre
could seewasfireand light. “I’m spinning usaround.” Another violent lurch. The spots returned.

Sowly the accel eration lessened.
“Tenklicks. Five. A thousand meters.”

Thefirebdl in the viewport dissipated. The sky darkened. There was Neptune. It was night. Andre
recognized the subtle difference in color when the wan sun was not in Triton’ s heaven.

“Down,” said Century. “Down and down.”

All sound ceased. The grip of thewdll grist grew lesstight. Andre peded himsdf avay and dropped
down about ameter to find himsalf standing beside Century on what had been the rear bulkhead. He was
ganding in Triton' s gravity—his favorite gravity in the solar system.

“Don’t know wherewe are,” said Century. “But | tried to missthe cities and such. Antimatter’ shell ona
person’s house.”

Andredid not reply. He turned to the captain and caught her in abig bear hug. Then hefelt the others
joinin. All except Bob. Thefiddler, instead, began another tune. They al stood in aclump, clinging to
one another for along time, while Bob played away at a high and lonesomered.

“I'll be damned,” Bob said, after he was finished. “Made that one up on the spot.”
Three

Danis Graytor reached into the bucket and wearily counted another 3,947,311,921 grains of sand. Then
she dropped it back into the bucket and took another handful to tabulate for the latest time of many. She
fought off the urge for a cigarette. How had she become addicted to algorithm constructs? It wasn't the
nicotine. There was no nicotine. It must be psychological.

Shetried not to think about Sint and Aubry, about her husband, and the counting was actually helpful in
that way. It required much of her attention, for there was atime limit and her captors knew exactly how
fast she was able to work. Counting sand was her morning task. Shefinished the count, made a note of
the results, and took up another handful to tabulate.

As shefiled awvay the number, Danis attached to it a second vaue. She had noticed that the memory area
where she was to keep the count results was, until its recent conversion for this use, a storage place for
complex numbers—that is, numbers that had both an integer value (such as 1, 2, 3, and so on) and aso
alowed for an imaginary component, thet isthe square root of negative 1 and its various derivatives. The
imaginary number component was not used in sand-grain summing, and so there were memory sectors
lying empty. Danis had worked out a code of imaginary numbers, and each time shefiled asand count,
shefiled another letter in the story she was writing.

She was keeping a secret account of her experiencesin the prison camp herein Noctis Labyrinthus,
Silicon Valey, astheinmates cdled it. So far, she had composed about ten thousand wordsin Basis, the
free-convert verson of English. If aword averaged six characters, that was sixty thousand handfuls of
sand.

They had taken her from the ship she was to have escaped the Met on, dlong with severa thousand other
free converts. No one knew how they had been caught, but it was assumed that there was aspy in the



Aboalitionist organization that had promised them ddiverance. It didn’t matter; she was here. Danis only
prayed that Kelly and the children had made it to safety. There was no way of knowing, and she had
gpent dl the grief she had worrying about it, dmost killing hersdlf in the process. In away, that was good,
for it had taken her mind off her own fate and dlowed her to learn the ways of the Vdley in akind of

passive stupor.

Those who resisted, asthey’ d been told when they arrived, would be erased. That had not been an
empty threst. Infact, resistance or not, more and more of her fellow detainees were disappearing dally,
and Danis did not for amoment believe that they had been rel eased.

Findly, the morning chore was done, and the guard arrived to take Danisto her next occupation. The
counting, the guards claimed, was a necessary cdibration. She and about athousand other free
converts—though “freg” was now aterm of irony among them—were set to the task of lengthening pi
today. On other days, it was other irrationa, nonrepeating numbers, and sometimes they searched for
high primes. Once again, no one wastold the purpose of these activities, but it was assumed that thiswas
al work for the making of codesfor use by the Department of Immunity’s Cryptology Divison. Noctis
Labyrinthuswas, after dl, aDICD ingtalation.

In thiswork there was no possibility of continuing her memoirs, and there was hardly any of her
computing ability spared for persona maintenance, much less free thought and language parsing. It was,
inits very essence, mind-numbing work, and it wore on the consciousnesses of the inmatesin amost the
same manner as breaking up rocks or digging ditches might affect the body and soul of abiologica
aspect. Of course, the officia doctrine of the Valey was that free converts had no soul to wear on, and
that what seemed to be consciousness in them was actudly akind of parroting. Their “minds,” such that
they were, were the actud property of the engineers who had designed them and of the individuaswho
had downloaded the templates upon which a particular free convert’ s personality was based. A free
convert was acomputer program—nothing more and nothing less—and, as such, could be bought and
sold like dl other intellectua property. If the free convert were, like Danis, the child of other free
converts, her position was doubly suspect. She was looked upon as akind of “bootleg copy,” and her
continued existence was entirely at the sufferance of DICD, and might be (in fact, wasrequired to be )
deleted whenever her usefulness was at an end.

Danis got to work when the change of the shift was signaled by abuzzer. Thiswasal in the virtudity, of
course. There was absolutely no need for anal ogous representation—for the guard appearing to be a
stern-faced matron of indeterminate race, for the calculations to be grains of sand, or, in the present case,
amoving conveyor belt that passed by and at which the free converts stood and, hour after hour (actua
hours, and not the quickened speeds of the virtuality) sorting through the odd shapes that cal culations
were represented as. The numbers that the inmates arrived at were then put into another bin, and the
re-sorting process begun al over again. This occurred time after time, and was the most dreary
sgnification of pardld processing that Danis could imagine.

Today, threeinmates died at the sorting. The death of afree convert was both like and unlike the passing
of abiological aspect. Bodies might grow emaciated, enfeebled, and worn, but they generdly failed when
something, something particular broke insde. For afree convert, desth was purely a death of the mind.
There came a moment when consciousness ceased and internal errors began to pile up. Sometimes these
manifested themsaves with crazed behavior, and at such time the guardswould erase theinmate
immediately. But often the degradation was more subtle and subroutines would continue their functions
while the controlling mind was gone. It was asif abody’ sleft arm or head and neck muscles continued to
operate after death in akind of frenzy, until, finaly, they severed that part from the rest of the body,
crawled aways on the floor, then quivered and died. Danis hoped to God that, when it came her time,
shewould be one of the ones who went with aloud bang, and so would be deleted quickly and, she



hoped, painlesdy.

Therewere plenty of logica vermininthe Valey aswdl, and it was quite possible for afree convert to
become sick with bugs and errorsthat could, in amoment, be corrected or excised from a
nonincarcerated free convert living in the Met. In the Vdley, you quickly learned to set in place whatever
sdlf-correction agorithms you could muster, because there would be no diagnosticsto run on you. The
morning “calibration” was about as close asthe Valley cameto such athing, and it was, of course,
merely awinnowing process. If you failed a the sand-grain tabulation, you were not fixed—you were
destroyed.

After the day’ s cdculations were done, there were further exercises, and those, too, Danis thought were
akind of winnowing process. The convertswere given aseries of mazesto run under varying conditions.
This, they were told, was the representation of a calculation that was completely secret and beyond their
ability to grasp, in any case. Daniswould run the same maze for aweek, at times, and then they would
change daily or hourly. She’d once done five different labyrinthsin one sesson. It was an idiotic task, for
there was no reward awaiting at the end. There was no end. The only sensation you felt was a sharp stab
of pan—which wasasred for free convertsasit wasfor biologicals, if it did come about from different
causes. But this pain was directly applied to the mind and was blindingly intense. Usualy—but not
aways—you got thejolt if you chosea“wrong” passage in amaze that led in adirection other than the
onewhoever wasin charge (they saw no one but the guards during thistime) wished you to take. But
what was“right” and “wrong” in agiven maze could change with your running of it. Danis had run every
sort of numerica andysisthat she knew how to, but she could find no rhyme or reason to these changes.
In the end, she had set it down to the malicious caprice of whoever it was overseeing the labyrinths. As
with the other activities, sometimes free converts went into the mazes and did not come out.

Findly, the mazes were done and interrogation began. For the most part the interrogating agorithms kept
themselves to smple questions concerning beliefs and politica orientation. The aim was not to dlow the
inmate to express his or her fedlings, but to have them sate, in rote formula, the officid ethica protocols
of the captors. After enough of that, Danis began to suspect, and then to know, that the interrogators
were not human beings, but were partialy sentient dgorithms. But till, one must pay attention, because a
wrong answer—even an answer with ajot or tittle missing—meant punishment, again by painjolt or
assgnment of extraduties, usudly in the mazes.

And findly, after interrogation, there was a five-hundred-millisecond rest period, and then it was back to
the tabulation of sand grains. There was no deep period and the unconscious filing and reassociating that
Danis had taken sometimes hours at before—the free convert version of degp—she must now
accomplish in that five-hundred-millisecond interval. She learned immediately to drop into atorpor after
interrogation and “deep” until the warning buzzer awakened her. Without this brief pause, Danis knew
that she would soon go mad. She suspected that this wastrue of dl the inmates, and the authorities had
experimented with the shortest periods alowable for inmate functionality and had arrived at thefive
hundred milliseconds by killing quite afew of the origind Vdley dwdlers.

The Vdley itsdf dso took atoll on the inmates. Danis knew from before that iswas made up of what
was |eft of the old terraforming grist that had proved a disaster on Marsthree hundred years before. This
grist should have been eradicated, but had, through one bureaucratic blunder or another, been merely
stored, awaiting destruction. Then the DICD had taken over the place, the containers were broken open,
and the free-convert captives were reeased into it. Thiswas grist with many technica problems, all
resulting in akind of feedback that was physicaly painful to itsinhabitants. Danisthought of it asa
whining noisein theair that was just low enough to spesk across (thet is, transfer information over) but
which was a congtant grind on her nerves. It wasn't white noise, o much as noise of acongtantly varying
pitch, like the low moaning of wind or the whirl of saw blade againgt stone. At times the feedback



increased to near-deafening level s and became maddening. Only you didn’t let yourself go mad, because
that was the same thing as being erased. The mad were not cured, they were killed.

Danis sfavorite period was, therefore, the sand-grain tabulation, for it was only then that she could
snatch amoment to have a private thought. Thiswas often impossible in any case, because thought
required at least amodicum of easein which to reflect, and it was only in the milliseconds between
finishing a count and beginning another that such ease was possible. And there were times when she
didn’t want to think, when missing her family and her former life became so much that she welcomed the
oblivion of her congtant exhausgtion. But mostly, she fought againgt it with whet little strength she could
mugter.

The memoir was part of that. Danis did not fool herself into believing that it would ever be read by
anyone. Shedid not fool hersdf into believing, asdid so many of the inmates, that she would someday
get out of this prison and go back to alife that had not changed on the outside. She intended to
persevere. She did not lose al hope. But she also knew that things would never be the same again,
should she be rel eased or—near-unthinkabl e thought—escape.

AsDanis“sood” for interrogation this day, though, something was different. The pi party, astheinmates
sometimes called it, had been no different from any other, but when the guards had come to take her
away, she' d found herself led not to her usua interrogation cell, but to what could only be described as
an office. Ingtead of ablank space in which she was asked seemingly endless questions, therewas a
desk, alamp on the desk, and a man—bland of face, of indeterminate race, asal the Valley’semployees
seemed to be, and of adight stature, with puffy skin. There was no way totell if thiswere hisred
appearancein actudity. Hedid have one, since the inmates were made to understand that al the guards
were the converts of biologica human aspects so that they could not be “tempted” by their free-convert
charges. Danis stood against the wall and eyed the man at the desk. It was not agood thing, generdly,
when circumstancesin the Valey changed.

“Wadl,” he said, looking up from afile—her file, she presumed, “you smoke.”
“Yes” Danisanswered.

“Why?'

“I don’'t know,” said Danis.

“Come now.” The bland man closed the file and gazed at her with what was perhaps meant to be a sort
of smile. “That won't do. We need answers here—real answers. We' re hereto help.”

Danisrefrained from laughing at the man' sirony. Refraining from laughing was not hard in Silicon Valey.
“Itisahabit, gr.”

“A nagty one.”

“yYes”

“Why isit that you wish to pollute the virtudity with a practice that is much despised evenin true redity?”
“I have no excuse, Sr.”

“Of coursenot,” replied the man. “It’sjust . . . | wanted to try and understand how athing likeyou. . .
thinks”

“My parents smoked,” Danissaid. “I believe that the human persondities they were based on did so, and



they carried the habit into the virtuaity.”
“Don’t you mean ‘ the humans upon whom their personalities were based’ 7’

There was no use quibbling about definitions herein the Vdley. In the interrogation rooms, you learned
that biological humans were counted as humans, and that free converts were not.

“That iswhat | meant, gr.”

“I thought s0.” The bland man opened the file before him back up and rifled through the contents.
Without looking up, he said, “You will cal meDr. Ting.”

“Dr. Ting.”

“You arepart of astudy I’'m running,” he continued. “ An examination of what is caled memory in
free-convert dgorithms.”

“Memory, Sr?’
“Memory, Dr. Ting.”
“Yes, Dr. Ting.”

The bland man pulled the paper he was looking for from thefile, then closed the folder again. He turned
the paper over, then put it on his desk, indicating that he wished Danisto look at it. She stepped forward.

It was a photograph of her mother.

That is, it was apicture of the biologica human from whom her mother had been downloaded, and from
whom her mother had also been set “free” as part of an ethicd bargain that the biologica human had
made with hersdf. Since there was, properly spesking, no artificia intelligence which did not have at least
aportion of its start in adownloaded human persondity, al free converts were based upon some human
model who had, because of ethics or money, rel eased the free convert into the grist and gone hisor her
own way. Or died. Sometimes converts did not die when their aspects did, and sometimes they would
not.

We are dl ghosts, Danis thought as she looked at her mother’ s picture. Or ghosts of ghosts, such asl.

“My study isafarly smpleone, redly,” said Dr. Ting. “I am going to run you through a series of
gmulations”

“l anadmulaion, Dr. Ting.”

“Of courseyou are, but | am using the word in abroader sense. Have you ever heard of adevice cdled
aredundancy resonation matrix?’

Oh God, Danisthought. A memory box. It was away to reconstruct memoriesin free converts—or any
agorithmic presence, for that matter. The police—and lately the Department of Immunity—used them to
aid witnesses of crimesin recaling detail s that might lead to the apprehension of asuspect. She had dso
heard of psychologists using them to cure dysfunction of a certain type. Here was anew usefor it, and
Danis had afeding shewasn't going to likethisone at dl.

“Yes, Dr. Ting,” shesad.

“Because certain legd strictures asto the use of memory boxes have been lifted, it isnow my



honor—and my pleasure—to attempt the first red truly solipsistic redundancy recoveries. | have selected
severd of your fellows and yoursdf to aid mein thisregard. It' sredly quite an honor.” Dr. Ting smiled
hisbland smile. “Y ou will be doing work that truly helps human beings for perhapsthefirst time since

your inception.”
“What are solipsstic recoveries, Dr. Ting?’ Danis asked, dthough she thought she knew well enough.

Ting' ssmilefaded. Hetook ontheair of anirritated teacher having to explain something that realy
should not have been necessary to adow child. “It ismerdly the use of the memory box with the subject
awareness subroutines disabled,” he said. “But we are going to take afurther step. | am planning on
introducing other e ementsinto the mix to seeif and how they are integrated into the subject’ s storage
faculties”

“Y ou're going to change my memories?’ Danissaid. “Y ou' re going to take them away?’
“Y ou're going to change my memories, Dr. Ting.”

Danis stood silent, gazing a her mother’ s photo, trying to remember each line of that face into her mind's
eye. Maybe if she concentrated hard enough . . . no, it would be no use. She had thought she'd beenin
hell before. She had been mistaken.

“Dr. Ting,” repeated the bland man, and Danisreceived ajolt of pain.
“Yes” shegasped. “Dr. Ting.”

“Since | have selected twenty-six of you to work with,” Dr. Ting continued, asif he hadn’t noticed her
pain, “I am assigning you each aletter of the Roman dphabet asasgnifier.”

“You'retaking avay my name,” said Danis, “Dr. Ting?’
“YouareK.”

“No...that...istheinitid of my husband' sfirst name, Dr. Ting. Would you please assign me another
letter?’

Dr. Ting continued, “Wewill beginimmediately.” He reached over and dipped the photo of her mother
from Danis sdack fingers. “ Y ou won't be needing that,” he said blandly, “K.”

Four

Carmen San Filieu watched Josep Busquets stride away with his quick, youthful step, and fought back
tears of rage. She was successful, as she always was, at not showing any emotion other than irony and
pity. Busguets had been her lover for the past e-year. Now he was not. She should have known this day
would come—she had known, in the back of her mind—but till it was always a surpriseto bejilted for a
younger woman. And, as San Filieu's primary aspect grew older, they werealways younger women.

Busguets had made afine match that should easily net him ahalf million greenleavesin dowry, plus, if he
played his cardswell, a position on the board of directors of the Bank of New Sabadell. Pilar Nofdl, his
intended, was the daughter of Don Pere, of the banking Nofiells. San Filieu had, of course, met Rilar at
balls and fiestas. The girl wasvery pretty, in abland, unremarkable way, and possessed of an agreegble
nature. San Filieu suspected that was because there wasn't athought in her little head. Busquets would
have hit upon thisfact, aswell. Money, power, and awife who could be manipulated—what more could
the young Cataan gentleman want in life? How agreegble it must be to be twenty-one and to have dl of
New Cataloniawomanhood at on€e' s beck and call. Once she had had as much. She might again, but the



rules of Catalén society prevented the introduction of asecondary aspect in its confines. Thisolder
woman was who she would aways be on New Cataonia, no matter who she might be or become
elsawhere,

Anger flared in San Filieu' s breast, so much that she thought of loosening her corset—but then she
pictured Josep with his haughty smile and histhin-boned face, like an El Greco saint, and her anger
turned back to lust and chagrin. Shefet her nipples crinkle at the thought of Busguets, and awarmth
grew between her legs.

No more. Ah, Josep, | will missyour rapier wit and your . . . rapier, San Filieu thought. But you would
have grown old, and | would have grown bored. | dways do. Except for one other, most singular, lover.
But he was not of thismilieu. It often seemed to San Filieu that only New Cataloniawasred, and that
every other part of her life was mere imagination. This was where she had been born and expected to
die. Thiswaswhere fedings, power, and status truly mattered.

San Filieu turned and walked back into the cool shadows of her ancestral house, Mas El Davi, and called
for aglass of horchatato be brought to her by the robot. All San Filieu' s servants were fully sentient free
converts confined in robotic shells, indentured for what might aswell belife. An e-year before the free
convert' sexpiration date, they were manumitted, but, of course, not alowed to copy themselves. In New
Cataonia, there was no grist to do the household chores. Grist was for commoners. It was dways
misinterpreting and never got things exactly right. Not like afull sentient at one’ s beck and command. But
the real problem with grist was that it went about itswork so unobtrusively. One wanted tosee the help.
Oneliked to have a person to address when correcting mistakes.

San Filieu sank into aplush chair, the folds of her dress billowing about her. She adjusted her wig and felt
to make sure that the blush was gone from her face. She hated that her face had betrayed her in front of
Busquets. Him in hisfinemorning visiting clothes, with the knickers that hugged his nicely muscled calves.

“I mugt declineyour kind invitation to dine,” he had told her. “1 am wanted at the Nofiells, I'm afraid, and
ghdl befor sometime.”

She should have known not to ask, but she had found hersalf saying, “ But surely after dinner, you might
drop by for refreshment to ease your trip back to your quarters.”

“I have been given adayroom at the Nofidls,” Busguets said. “And | shall be staying there, and
breskfagting with them in the morning.”

So it was settled. A match had been made. Busguets with his meager fifty thousand an e-year would
soon have the supplement he had set about getting from society some two e-years ago when he had
comeout at San Filiew’ sannud bal. The night she had first bedded him—ripe, delectable, aplum
unbitten, burgting in her mouth. Rosa, the robot maid, brought in San Filieu’ s horchata. There was abit of
it spilled on the silver tray, and San Filieu spent amoment upbraiding her robot. Rosadid not reply, the
sullen thing, so San Filieu ordered her to report for asession of shock therapy. It had been awhile since
Rosa had undergone severe correction, and it would undoubtedly do her good. In the end, she would be
happier for knowing her place and remaining in it. Free converts performed best when it was very clear
who was the master and who the servant.

After Rosa had |eft, Tomas the butler entered and announced avisitor, Dofia Maria Casas, who had grist
concerns and ought to be looking after them, San Filieu thought. New money should confineitsdf to
afternoon vigits.

Dofia Casas was afew years younger than San Filieu, but had not aged nearly so well. The rguvenation
grist seemed to have merely put anew coat of paint on what was a cracked and lined wall of aface.



“Carmen,dear, it isso wonderful to seeyou in themorning,” said Dofia Casas. “It’ s been so long since
your morningswere free, so | came as soon as | heard that they would be from now on.”

San Filieu smiled, but kept her teeth together when she did so. Theinsolence of thisupstart! But she must
expect it, and expect it to be only the beginning.

“Themorning light isso agreeable to you,” San Filieu said. “I don’t believe I ve seen you so radiant in
fifty years or more, Maria.”

It was the other’ sturn to force asmile. And so it went, for an hour or more, trading insults disguised as
compliments or innocent observations. And the purpose of it al? To get one up on the other, then to look
down from the socid ladder at those beneath and cackle at them. Power meant the power to wound, did
it not?

It was agame Carmen San Filieu loved and at which she had always been supremely skilled. It wasthe
gamethat dl the newly wealthy in the wedlthiest bolsa on the Digphany aspired to, and could so seldom
pull off. It took at least two generations to wash away the stench of the jungle, and if you were not of
Cataldn blood to begin with, you could as well forget ever trying, even with al the riches of the M«t.
Well, not quite, there were afew Mercurians dlowed into the circle, usualy through marriage. After all,
one must leaf the money tree at times, and there was nothing like aMercurian financier to put the green
back in afamily branch. San Filieu, of course, needed no such exterior aid. Her family had been wedthy
from before the founding, thoroughbred stock from Barcelona on Earth. Her great-grandfather five times
removed had owned an oil company, and shipping interests. New Cataloniawas, in asense, hers, snce
another of her ancestors, abanker, had put up the money to construct the bolsa, and her family was il
receiving payments on the bonds.

It was dl about money, but one seldom mentioned the word. One merelyhad it, or did not. And, if one
wanted more, one merely took it—or risked losing al one already had. That was what the game was
truly about. It was something San Filieu knew in her blood. The gut ingtinct to take what was given and
then demand more.

The Nofiels were old money, and she hated what she must do to them. But sheredlly couldn’'t alow
Busquetsto get away with humiliating her. San Filieu might not have control over the bank that wasthe
principal source of Norfiells' wealth, but the bank had aboard of directors. And where did the extremely
rich of New Cataonia bank? With San Filieu investment brokers, of course.

Poor Busquets. How could he have underestimated me so badly, San Filieu thought.
He must have thought | wasredly inlove.

There would be no seat on the board for Busquets. After San Filieu was finished with the Nofiel | interest
inthe Bank of New Sabaddll, there would only be marriage to an idiot girl with no prospects for
Busquetsto look forward to.

It would al happen.

And, since hewas s0 very young, agreat dedl of timeto reflect on who it waswho ruined him.
Time to come crawling back to San Filieu, begging to be taken back.

Timeto savor her ultimate rg ection of the upstart boy.

Because twenty-one was a bit long in the tooth for her tastes, even though she supposed Busquets would
possess his supercilious smile for at least another decade.



Oh, there were plenty of other pretty, ambitious boysal clamoring for an invitation to a San Filieu ball.
All desiring, whether they knew it conscioudy or not, to go down between the legs of a patroness and
gtrive to please their betters with tongue and sword.

Five
TheBorrasca
A Memoir

by L ebedev, Wing Commander, L eft Front

Tacituswas, even in those days,old —but he had not become quite the grand old man heistoday. He
wasfull of aboundless energy that wasinfectious, at least to me. We began planning our escape from the
moon. Tacitus had salted away what used to be called amutual fund when he was ayoung man. By that
point, he was extraordinarily weslthy on interest lone. Extraordinarily, asin “aswedthy asasmal
country.” No one knew of this on the moon, of course, until he revealed the fact to me and suggested that
heand | do something with, ashe put it, his“timeloot.”

What Tacitus wished to do wasto found auniversity on Mars. We traveled there and did so—he being
thefirgt president, and | the first dean.

The early years of Bradbury University were lean ones, let me assure you. Thiswasin the days of the
ECHO Alliance on Earth, as students of history will remember, and scholarship—particularly
groundbreaking scholarship of the kind that Tacitusand | encouraged, was, to say the least, frowned
upon by the powers that were. There came apoint when | can honestly say that Bradbury University was
the only ingtitute of higher learning where origina work went on—in al of human culture. Of coursethere
were isolated places here and there—departments where afew daring professors bucked the tide of
irony and pastiche. But they were damned few and far between, and when Tacitusand | located them,
we usudly hired those professors away to Bradbury.

It was at Bradbury that the first redly effective human-rguvenation projects weretried (the old ones had
worked on perhaps one in a hundred individual s on which they been tried, Tacitus being one of them),
and | underwent onein 2475, my hundredth birthday. | am very glad | did so, or else | would have
missed the glorious twenty-sixth century at Bradbury, when new discoveries and technologies, new
systems of thought and great works of literature came pouring out of our ivied domes asif they werea
flood. These were the years of Merced and Bring, of Ravenswaay’ sAtmosphericsaga , and ahundred
lesser, but no lessworthy, works of skill and genius.

But by the 2600s, the Met was becoming well established, and | was fedling the pressures of
claustrophobia. | spoke to Tacitus about this, and we began to 0ok, in earnest, at the new discoveries
and what they might mean to those of us who wanted to get the hell out of town. Everyone had a convert
presencein agrist pdliclein the virtudity by then, and agrist pelicle was arequisite of surviva for those
of uswho were no longer Earthlings.

| should liketo claim credit for inventing thefirst LAPS, but the truth is that no one made them—they
arose from the conjugation of technologies that had become available. Tacitusand | had already made
severd virtua copies of ourselves (ignoring whatever information and copyright edictswerein place at
thetime), and one day, while reading a copy of Lewis Carroll’sAlice in Wonderland , as| recal, |



suddenly thought of the idea of using my various copies as crewmen on aspaceship. | could, | redlized,
learn dl of the various ship’ s functions and pilot the damn thing mysdlf and done. | immediately went to
Tacituswith the suggestion. LAPs are usualy made up of around thirty people with astrand of
nano—that is, grist, excuse me. | never particularly liked that term for nano, but | must grudgingly bow to
history and the evolution of language and adopt it here. As| was saying, astrand of grist windsthrough
the Met much like astrand of an optic fiber, only on an atomic level, and capable of conveying more
information, and even of performing limited actions and transformations. Usualy these various personas
are copies of an origind “person,” mostly converts—athough it isusua for aLAPto havethree or so
clones, in addition to the origina biologica aspect. These Large Arrays of Personas are instantaneous
networks, since they arelinked by the merci, and the merci operates superlumindly.

The convert portions of LAPs are usudly aplethora of programs and subroutines, all under a mediator
intelligence that is acomplete replica of the human persondity, along with whatever virtua controls and
caculators are necessary for proper functioning. The Met is, itself, an enormous quantum computer, with,
as | have mentioned, instantaneous linkage through the grist. Distance is unimportant for most actions and
thought. Every timeislocd time. Thered “landscape’ of the virtudity isthe complex interlocking of
recognition and transfer protocols, of security checks and system gates and barriers. It isalot like being
in an extremely crowded city, as |’ ve said, with abunch of skeletons and skeleton keys jostling about. In
some waysthe virtudity isthe shadow of the physical Met, but in other waysit isnothing likeit at al.
BeingaLAPinthe Met ismorelike being asubway system or ahigh-risein acity than being asingle
personin one.

What Tecitusand | determined to do wasto create something like amini-Met out of a spaceship. It was
not long before we discovered that thiswould require an enormous amount of materia, and soon after
that, Tacitus hit upon the way to acquire that material and make use of it. For the big Met wasin constant
need of matter for construction, and the outer system had very little else but sheer materia to recommend
it—or so we thought t firdt.

And so we set up atrading concern, Alquitran Incorporated, and left Bradbury in the care of morewilling
hands. At first, we were grictly an asteroid-belt collection affair, where we soon cornered afair share of
the market. There are Alquitran relics and way stations scattered throughout the belt to this day. Some
have been made into historic landmarks, which is quite ajoke, let me assure you. Mostly what went onin
those | ocations was grunt work and agreat dedl of alcoholic beverage didtilling and imbibing. Tacitusand
| operated the ships, which, in grand (and, | must say, prophetic) fashion, we named after ourselves.

And then he and | began accreting.

At first we maintained only afew kilometers of permanent rock about our centra core, but with every run
we added a little something to ourselves, reworked it, and coated it with grist. Both of us put our bodies
in storage and operated, during those days, wholly in the virtudity. It was only later that we discovered
that thiswas not such agrest ides, after each of us noted a certain stodginess and lack of intuition
beginning to develop in the other.

Within twenty years, | had grown to proportionstoo large to travel easily to and dock with the Met
bolsas to which we delivered our raw goods. Tacitus, though not asbig at first (he was careful about the
aesthetic apped of the rocks he took on inaway | have never been), soon had the same problem. We
searched the merci and recruited those we thought might best take our places, set them up as
semi-independent contractors, and moved oursalves out to the moons of Jupiter and beyond. It was at
that point that we al so began a passenger service, since it had become manifest that the Met could not
grow past the asteroid belt.

Weadsp, at first asamatter of convenience only, went into the banking business. We had no intention of



competing with the giant concerns of Mercury, but wanted to act, instead, as a sort of system of savings
and loan associationsfor thelittle guy in the outer system. Although our banks have since grown to
enormous capitdized leves, | still maintain that the outer system isthe safest place to park your
greenleaves, and the surest of along-term return. But perhaps | am abit prejudiced in thisregard, for |
till maintain a seat on the board of directors of First Solarian.

And, for the next century, Tacitusand | and our new partners accreted, and accreted, and accreted.
Gravity began doing the shaping for us, and | took on the appearance of, &t first, acumulus cloud on old
Earth, and then, to my ddlight, | began to form into aspira, much like a hurricane. It was during thistime
in the late 2700s that people began to cal us* cloudships.”

We moved farther and farther out, always adding to our number in astepwise process. Frequently,
pioneersto the outer system would, after atime of hardship, acquire their own ships and, if we thought
them suitable, we would ask them to join our consortium. Hardly anyone ever turned us down. It was,
relatively speaking, easy money, and a sure passport to LAP status. Eventudly, Tacitusand | reached the
Oorts—the subject of my doctora dissertation some three hundred and fifty e-years before. We thought
we could go no farther.

Weremained there, and othersjoined us. After several years, akind of society began to develop among
us. For the most part, we eschewed the merci and kept to ourselves, although we are as able to make
use of the merci asthe next felow. Mainly, we found that the programming did not speak to our needs
and was, generdly, not to our taste. As | said, cloudships can be a snobby bunch. And then the males
and females among us began to explore the possbility of procreating,as ships . Thisiswhat one does out
in the Oortswith agrest dedl of time on one' s hands.

There were, by that time, some grist engineers and quantum physicists among us of whét, | do not
hesitate to call, genius status. They were caled upon to perform the rather odd task of reinventing
sex—and in our case, sex asit might be carried out between hurricanes and storm clouds. By thetimea
ship got to the Oorts, it had formed into a sort of miniature copy of the shape that galaxies and nascent
solar systemstake. Fortunately for our children, those engineers and physicists were up to the task, and
even succeeded in adding anew sort of beauty to the process.

Now | won't go into the exact specifics of cloudship courting and breeding practices here. Sufficeit to
say they are complex, but dancelike. Most of us are spirds, and one has to maneuver the tines of onesdlf
within those of another without destroying that other in the process. Over time we discovered that it is
better for maesto have cyclona rotations and for femalesto have anticyclona, counterclockwise spins.
Thisisentirdy arbitrary, but agreat improvement over the old days, when sex could be quite dangerous.
Some of thethrill ismissing, though, if you ask me—although if you ask me, and you are afemae ship of
curvaceous proportions, | can promise you to try and overcome my quams. | am only stating an opinion.

While most of uswere engaged in these fdicitous practicesand in, | must admit, agreat ded of
politicking, afew of uswished to go farther till, and in the late 2800s, we discovered the Dark Matter
Road between the solar system and the double-starred Centauri system. | saywe because | was one of
those explorers. Using antimatter-reaction engines, enormous speeds are attainable in interstellar space.
In 2903, Mark Twain became the first human being to visit another solar system when he arrived a
Alpha Centauri during thet e-year. | mysdlf arrived there eleven years|ater.

Through the grigt, instantaneous news of this attainment reached us, but we didn’t use the regular merci
bands, as |’ ve said, and it was debated for many years whether and what to tell the rest of humanity. We
finally announced our voyage, but removed human grist from the system. That iswhy you cannot “go”
there on the merci, athough you can certainly travel therein person, if you can convince acloudship who
isheaded in that direction to take you on. Many non-L AP humans have now made that journey, and their



accounts are available on the merci. It may well be that thisisolation of our neighboring systemswill soon
be athing of the past, but | don’t want to get too far ahead of my story as of yet.

And so we now have children and familieswho live and play upon the very edge of the solar system, and
settlements of a sort, although they are, perhaps, more like “ nestling grounds’ along the Dark Matter
Road. Our children are made amost immediately into ship-LAPSs, and built up over time with materia
from the Oorts and beyond. And we die, some of us—either by choice or accident—and thereisa
graveyard deep in the reaches between Sol and Centauri, but thisis a great secret—not its existence, but
itslocation, and onethat | till consider sacred, after so much that was once sacred has now been
profaned by thiswar we have suffered.

Six

While Carmen San Filieu was engaged in the society of New Catalonia, Admiral Carmen San Filieu was
about to successfully invade Triton and complete her conquest of the Neptune system. The two San
Filieuswere, of course, one person—personas of one LAP.

The commander of the Met DIED forces surveyed the Blue Eye of Neptune and wondered what the Mill
looked like from this distance. She thought she could just makeit out in the swirl, but that was unlikely. It
was the Mill she meant to have, soon, and to present it, as abauble, to Director Amés. How curious that
the role she played here was, in away, the reverse of her lifein New Cataonia. In the Department of
Immunity Enforcement Division Space Marine Task Force, she was the admird-suitor, vying among the
other brass for Amés'sfavor and, hence, more power and autonomy. It was amark of Amés sregard
for her abilities that she had been assigned to head the invasion force. She did not regard her other
relation with Amés as being a determining factor. She hadworked for this command, and, being anatura
aristocrat, was best suited for it.

San Filieu might, she admitted, rather have been given Jupiter, but Triton was till an honor not to be
shunned and would put her in good standing in theline of distinguished San Filieus stretching back to
pre-Met days.

On the other hand, it was good to have part of oneself away from New Catalonia, to gain perspective on
thelife of the bolsa, even as one participated in it. San Filieu could both play the game she enjoyed, and,
smultaneoudy, have other pursuits. That was the advantage of being a LAP, and the advantage, quite
frankly, that made LAPsbetter than other people were. And aNew CataloniaLAP. . . well, perhapsthe
Mercurians could compete. Theyhad produced Amés, after dl. It was pleasant to be superior, and to
have everyone else know it and envy you for it. Asfar as San Filieu was concerned, that was whét this
action against the outer system was al about—to bring about a change to amore appropriate attitude. A
bit of shock therapy for the servants.

Y et proper consideration had to be given asto the form such therapy should take, particularly when the
servants were being so recal citrant and stubborn as were the citizens of the Neptune system of moons.
She had managed to take four of the eight moons, including Nereid, with its port and warehouses. But
Triton had proved more difficult than anticipated. She had even lost aship.

The fremden had repulsed the first wave of the invasion, taking out a ship and nearly twenty thousand
Met soldiers, packed tightly and suspended for thetrip, their last memories being entering the brightly lit
hold of theDabna , the destroyed ship, back on the Digphany at Cod crutter Port. San Filieu mourned
the lost matériel as much as she did the soldiers. Soldiers could be replaced fairly quickly, but some of
the invasion machinery was complicated to reproduce—particularly the free convert containment
matrixes that were to be used to control the plague of agorithmsthat infected the moon. This profusion
was extraordinarily distasteful to San Filieu, and would have been unthinkable in New Cataonia, where



free convertswere very carefully confined to specific hardware or specific tasks, and not alowed to
wander about fredly in the grist. Thiswas a privilege reserved for LAPs done, and properly so.

But the long night of the bourgeoise wasfinaly ending, and the sun of monarchy wasfindly risng once
more. The reign of commerce and of the middle class had been, perhaps, necessary, as power moved
from agriculture to the fruitful fidlds of information and finance. But now these fields had been firmly
staked out and measured. The cream had risen to the top. It was anatural step to reingtitute the idea of
nobility—since there were, in fact, some people who were better than others.

San Filieu turned her gaze from Neptune to the moon Triton. It was hanging in the sky like ayellowish
egg. Hobbes was right, she thought. Y our lifeis solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. | have cometo
offer you so much more, and in your insolence, you shun me, and through me, your true and rightful king.
It will not be borne.

Her porter, Trinitat, brought in her meal, and with it a bottle of Sangre de Torro, her favorite red wine.
Thiswas a cabernet, going on eight years now, from the excellent * 06 harvest. Thefirst course of the
meal was calcots, akind of onion, roasted black on the outside. San Filieu dampened her handsin a
finger bowl, then took one of the calgots and, grasping it by the greenery, pulled the cooked interior from
the burnt exterior. Theinterior onion bulb came away in agticky fluid, like ahuge pearl. Shedippeditin
an amond sauce, tilted her head back, and sucked in the meaty white vegetable.

It was s0 like the taste of Busquets s young effusions, San Filieu thought. Salty sweet. She Sghed.
Seven

Carmen San Filieu, the convert portion of the LAP who was actudly in charge of tactics and strategy on
this police action againgt Triton, smiled at the violent indignation of her bodily aspect, the admird. The
woman wasright, of course, but acamer head must decide the meansto her end. Thiswasthe reason
that San Filieu had divided up severd of her mental functionsin thefirst place. In New CataloniaBolsa,
her aspect was able to experience envy, jealousy, and societal ambition, while the aspect that
accompanied the convert portion of her on theMontserrat could fed dl the emotions associated with
professona ambition and attainment. For love, there was, of course, the aspect-convert pair on
Mercury. But at the moment, complete rationality was caled for to ded with the fremden threat, and the
thought processes of avirtua entity made for the best solution. It was the best of dl possible worlds,
being aLarge Array of Personas. All ranges of expression, from the most noble to the most petty, were
open to one. Ingtead of a character in someone else's novel, you became the novd itsdlf, and one of your
personas played the writer.

This commander on Triton, Sherman, was aknave, but not afool. He' d taken out a DIED destroyer.
The file on the man showed him asaWest Point graduate. West Point wastheriva service academy to
San Filieu’ s own Sacgawea, the naval academy on the Vas. In many ways, this war—and convert San
Filieu had no doubt it was to be afull-fledged war—would be a contest between the versions of modern
warfare taught at the Point and at those expounded at Old Sac. West Point graduates commanded most
of the Federd Army. Most of the DIED had commanders who were Sacgjawea aumni. The outer
system, agtonishingly, had amost no navy. It waslike trying to fight aland war with no air power. Amés,
San Filieu, and the other commanders had been aware of this, of course, and it was thought that arapid
gpace campaign would be the first step to achieve domination—provided the campaign was swift and
ruthless.

The next sage of the invasion of Triton was going to be ruthlessindeed.

San Filieu cdled up Captain Bruc and signadled him to join her in the virtudity. He was promptly standing



before her. Bruc was diligent and thorough, if abit unimaginative. He dissipated himsdlf too muchin
revelry when on leave—San Filieu knew from hisfile that Bruc had practically had venered diseases
named after him—but on duty, he was arock. After Bruc arrived, San Filieu ordered the captain of the
other surviving ship, theJihad , into her presence. Meré Philately was not Catalan, as was Bruc, and San
Filieu did not trust her asfar as her own, handpicked captain of theMontserrat . But Philately was Old
Sac’99, and was, without a doubt, one of the best line officersin the fleet. It was just that, if it ever came
down to choosing blood over cleverness, San Filieu would aways go with the blood.

“How goes Nereid?” San Filieu asked Philately.

The woman licked her lips and smiled thinly. “We have ten thousand marinesin place, Admird. The
population isabit restless, but under control.”

“Redless?’

“There wasisolated res stance, and awarehouse was intentionally destroyed. We relooking into the
contents. Some sort of grist. Agriculturd, wethink.”

“And your repairsto thedinad 7’

“They are complete, ma’am,” answered Philately.

“That was quick thinking, pulling out when you did, Captain.”
“Thank you, ma am.”

“But | hope not an indication of any timidity on your part,” San Filieu continued. “Haven't gotten gun-shy,
have we, Captain?’

“No, ma am!”

“Good, because we're about to move into thefinal stage of this operation, and I’'m going to need you in
full fighting trim.”

“Yes mdam.”

“Inafew hourswe [l moveinto position to deploy therip tether, and I’ need your support fire.”
“We'll betherewithit, maam.”

“Good,” San Filieu replied. She turned to Bruc. “Have you got the orbital minefield mapped out?’

“To the best of our ability, ma am,” said Bruc. “The mines are shifting, and most of them are sentient, so
thereisamargin of error. But intelligence has been eavesdropping on the fremden force' sknit, and we
think we have worked out the code they are using as a passkey for the minefield.”

“Very good,” San Filieu said. “But don't trust that passkey. Thefirst thing | would dois put afake one
on the vinculum, if it were me down there.”

Bruc seemed abit put out by this suggestion—he’ d seemed so proud of having broken the code—but he
dtiffened up and answered, “ Y es, maam!” in his proud Cata &n manner, and San Filieu smiled at him.
Good blood in the boy. The Brucs owned tobacco, she recalled, and possessed more robotic workers
than any other family on New Cataonia.

“The Director has given mefull power to deploy therip tether contained in theMontserrat ’s hold, and



we will now proceed to do s0.” San Filieu straightened and indicated the meeting was coming to aclose.
“Aye, aye, Admird,” Bruc and Philately said in near unison.

“We |l meet again when theMontserrat isin pogtion for the rip tether deployment. Meanwhile, if | want
anything dse, I'll immediatdly cal you both back hereinto the virtuaity. Arethere any questions?’

“No, Admira.”
“Dismissed.”

Thetwo left, Captain Bruc making abow in addition to his salute as atoken of Catadlan respect for San
Filieu' ssocid postion. It was good to have underlings who knew their place so completely. Very soon, if
Carmen San Filieu had her way, the entire outer system would be saluting her as smartly, and with
complete deference.

And, like Bruc, they would be made to understand that they were the means, and that San Filieu and her
peers were the end toward which humanity should show utter devotion. That was what being better
meant.

Eight

They must have stayed there for an hour or more, Sitting and standing in turns, almost unableto believe
that they had made it down in one piece. Then therewas afaint sound.

“Vidtors” said Century in ahoarse voice. She had been yelling her comments most of the way down,
and had hardly said aword after their landing, resting her voice.

A clang, and the whole control room shook.

“They want in,” Century said. “ Should | give them the key?’
“Whoisit?’ Andre asked.

“Federd Army, they clam.”

“Waell, we're either going to be rescued or killed, | suppose.”

Century made a gurgling noise that sounded like abird being strangled. It had evidently been intended as
alaugh. “Beay that rescuetak; I’ ve got enough fud left to take us halfway around the sun.”

She had obvioudy passed along the code key, for amoment later a door to the control room irised open
and aman stepped through in the blue-black of the Federa Army, acolor that had aways seemed to
Andre as exactly smilar to the color of abruise. Behind the man were five soldiers, smilarly garbed.

“Captain John Quench of the Third Sky and Light Brigade,” the man said. “Would you folkslike alift
over to town? There' sa colone would like to have atak with you.”

“Hdlo, John,” Andresaid.

“Father Andre?’ The man stepped farther into the room and regarded him. “I’1l be goddamned! Excuse
me, | mean, thisisasurprise.”

“Good to seeyou,” Andre said. “ These people arewith me,” hewent on. “I’ll vouch for them. All of
them.”



Quench gave Century acold appraisa. Evidently, someone had identified her when she'd called into
identify hersdf. “Very good, Father,” Quench findly said. “If you folkswill follow meto the troop

hopper.”

They followed Quench and his men down along docking port, which retracted itself behind them asthey
walked, and piled into the hopper. There were twenty other heavily armed soldiers within. Quench
obvioudy wasn't taking any chancesin case of aruse and ambush, and had brought aong backup.

“Corporal Lefty, take us back to the bunker,” he said.

Lefty wasawiry blond woman with athin linefor amouth. “Yes, Sr,” she said, seemingly without parting
her lips. They were soon under way.

“Let me bring you up to speed on the current situation as quickly as | can,” Quench said. He was Sitting
across from theMrs. Widow passengers, who were dl side by side on abench, squeezed amidst arow
of soldiers. They could not see outside, but Andre felt his stcomach lurch as the hopper reached the apex
of its parabolaand started downward to make its next bounce. “ They thought they were catching us
unawares, but they weren't,” Quench continued. “Had a grist-based attack afew e-days ago. Broca
patch virus. Nasty stuff. Guessit was supposed to soften us up, but it also gave uswarning, since
we—that is, the Colone—figured straight away what it was. It sstill bad, but we got it contained, and
the victims cut off from merci redlignment, so we don't haveto fight an army of zombiesin our midst.”
Quench amiled at the thought, but then frowned again. “Took alot of good people, though. Anyhow,
forty-eight hours ago, arip tether was deployed in orbit. Just one. Things are deucedly expensiveto
make, | guess. Or maybe they just thought one was enough.”

“Captain, may | inquire asto what arip tether might be?’ said Molly.

“Oh, sorry, ma am. Jargon there. It's something like alift cable—made of the same stuff astherest of the
Met—but they drop it into anongeosynchronous orbit so that the tail end of it that reaches the ground
precedes about like areverse Foucault' s pendulum.”

“Pardon, officer?”’

“A...itdecribesacircle onthe ground.” Quench described acirclein the air with hisfinger. “Only the
circle becomesaspira because the moon isturning under it, if you seewhat | mean?’

Molly evidently did not, but Quench continued.

“Thepointis,” hesad, “that it sahdf akilometer thick and it digs afurrow ahundred meters deep. It
destroysall initswake, ma am.”

“I see” Molly said. “ Such ascities”

“That' sright, ma am. Therip tether' s made a pass through New Miranda aready. Sliced adiagona
across the town, and caused alot more collateral damage. Damned destructive.” Quenched dapped his
knee, asif to express hisanger at the memory, which he carefully kept from hisface. “ Damn destructive.
We are attempting to deal with that thregt at the moment, though | won't go into details.”

“You meanit'scoming back?’

“It will return every Triton-day, ma am, until the drag on it pullsit out of the sky. But that could take
months.”

“Good Lord,” said Century.



“God has nothing to do with that monster,” Quench replied. “We couldn’t stop the tether’ sfirst pass, but
the attack ships—that’ s another matter. Them, we were laying for. Can’t believe they only sent two. We
were expecting ten or more.”

“There sthree,” Century said. “There sathird.”

“Ah, now, the colond will be very interested in hearing that. Il just call that bit of information in ahead to
him now. There. W€ Il be wanting al the data you could collect on them, if possible.”

Century tapped her head. “In my noggin,” she said. “ Ready for download.”

Quench looked at her again, thistime without so much distaste. “Excedllent,” he said. “ Excdllent news.
Anyway, we set up akilling zone up therein orbit, al cloaked and inviting. Nuke mines. A weapons
platform the colond and | threw together. A fistful of asteroid-breaker missiles. Lots of decoys made
from our westher equipment to draw their fire, too. It seems we took out one of the warships right away.
The other withdrew after delivering somefire to the ground. Welost the Meet Hall, but no paliticians, for
good or ill. Presumably the second ship, and the third that you saw, are up there regrouping and getting
new orders on their vinculum network. And that’ s the down and dirty of it.” Quench was quiet for a
moment, and Andre redlized he was receiving communications on the Army’ sknit network. He nodded
to himsdlf. “More grist-based attacks in town. We' re diverting to abunker on the outskirts.”

After half an hour and severa more long bounces, the hopper set down. The docking passage was again
deployed, and the group was escorted out and into what looked for al theworld like a naturd crevasse
inthe sde of acanyon wal. But once they wereingde, it was clear that they werein acomplex military
command center. Images and data swirled about the walls, and officerstrotted hither and thither on what
must be important errands, judging by their determined speed.

They went down one long hall, turned, and walked down another. Then adoor did open, and they were
ushered into a nondescript meeting room with a conference table. The table was|it up with amap of
nearby space, and Andre was just beginning to study it when Roger Sherman briskly stepped through the
door.

Andre smiled broadly, and Sherman quickly returned it, then set hisface back into its customary
grimness. “Good to see you, Father Andre. My garden needs tending pretty badly.”

“Nothing would make me happier than to get right on that,” Andre replied. Sherman reached out to
shake hishand, and Andre pulled him into abear hug, which Sherman returned firmly, if abit siffly.
Andre introduced the rest of theMrs. Widow passengers.

Sherman acknowledged each with anod, but said nothing further. He asked them dl to gather around the
conferencetable.

“Theory?’ hesad.
“Yes, 9r?7’ answered thetable.
“Pop me up a schematic of that warship we took out.”

“Yes, sr.” The map on the table was replaced by arotating portrait of one of the black shipsthat Andre
had seen. But there were some blank patches on it, indicated by whitefields, particularly around where
Century had seen the wegpons clusters.

Sherman turned to Century. “ Captain Quench informs me that you have some observationsto report.”



Instead of answering, Century stepped forward and put her hand—the false one—on thetable. In an
instant, Theory had read the data and integrated it into the schematic. Sherman turned to Century and
gave her ahard stare across the table.

“Youthink that | know you, but | don’'t,” he said.
“Never met you, either, Colond,” said Century.

Sherman turned to Andre. “ Thisis the man you were telling me about, isn't it? The one who is somehow
imprinted on our times, or vice versa?’

“That'sright,” Andrereplied. “He sthe one.”

“What would happen if welosehim?” said Sherman.
“Do you mean, if heiskilled?’

“That ismy meaning.”

Andre smiled. “I’m not sure that’ s possible, Roger.”
“Comeagan?’

“I'm not sure the locd timescape will let him bekilled.”
“Bullshit,” sad TB.

“Let me put it another way,” Andre said. “If Ben—TB—dies, then local causdlity will be disrupted. Now
what exactly might that mean?1 think we can safely say that induction would be out the window asa
logica principle. We would be sucked into akind of tempora singularity, the equivaent of agravitationa
black hole. | used to work in afield where we thought about such things. Now, you are aware that some
have postulated that ablack holeistheway our universe spawns babies? That these new universes have
different laws of nature, different ways that matter and energy might arrange themselves to make the
phenomend world? Well, imagineif thelaws of logic did the same. Imagine auniverse with adifferent
sort of rationdity.”

“l can't, of course” said Sherman.

“Thehdl if | can ether,” Andresaid. “It’ sthe very definition of areductio ad absurdum . Our laws of
rationdity won't dlow for it. Therefore—although I'm using ‘therefore’ in the way Descartes used it,
mind, and not to mean ‘it follows that’—therefore TB can't die.”

“Bullshit,“ said TB. “All mendie”

“Yes” sad Andre. “On aprofessond leve, I'm pretty interested to see how thisturns out.”
Nine
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But enough of ancient history. Let me now move on to another areathat you will have to have some
grasp of in order to read the remainder of these memoirs aright. And that isthe classification of shipsin
the solar system. | should maybe give you abreak from cloudship lore, and tell you, instead, of the ships
of the Met. In some ways, they are our kin, but in most they are as unlike us as two ways of being can be
and dill perform essentidly the same function.

The Met ships are not self-contained LAPS. They are usually commanded by aL AP, but that captainis
not the control structure of the ship, but only the command. The ships are under the auspices of the
Department of Immunity Enforcement Divison, and their names are prefaced by that entity’ sinitidsin
Bass, DIED. These arethe Met ships of war. There are, of course, a plethora of merchant vessdls,
whose dimens ons and specifications very widely and whose profusion rebels againgt any systematic
classfication. In any case, most of these did no red fighting until the very end, when totdl war was
declared by both sides. | will dedl herewith DIED ships.

Thefirg of theseistheDirac class of cruisers. These are the DIED al-purpose. They are used for
trangport, and have wegponry for light attack functions, normaly as*ground clearing” for the infantry
about to be deployed. They might have atorpedo or two, but their principa weapon is ashort-range
positron cannon working off the antimatter engine, and severd projectile catapults, the most fearsome of
whichistheflak ram, which shoots off the dreaded “nall rain” that can tear akilometer of ground to
shreds—nestly preparing it for occupation.

TheDabna classincludes the destroyers. These serve both attack and transport functions. They are big
and long, with athousand-meter girth and aten-kilometer length. They possess|ong-range antimatter
cannon and torpedoes and catapults that will handle up to a hundred tons of materia. They can dso
deploy specid devices, such astherip tether that was put to such awful use on Triton.

Upward in size and function, we find theStreichhdltzer class of carriers. There were, at the outbreak of
hodtilities, twenty of thesein the fleet. These carry afull range of wegponry and alarge crew, aswell as
serving as abase for smaller atack and transport craft. Here you will find the production facilitiesfor
military grist and deployment devicesfor it, aswell. Carriers are aso notable because they are
constructed on the same principles as the Met cables, held together by macro implementation of the
strong nuclear force. As such, they are imposing fortresses, indeed. They maneuver well intwo
dimensions, but their immense momentum makes them difficult to pilot attitudindly. Thisisnot the case
for aspecia classof carrier, theLion of Africa divison, whichisbascdly acarrier filled with antimatter
engines, which also serve as weapons by quick converson. These have asmdler crew. Their specidty is
to enact disaster events.

The principal shipsthat depend upon the carriers are theSol andSciatica classes. TheSol classisa
trangport vessd designed for quick planetary landings of about five hundred troops. Sciatica -class ships
are attack craft, also designed for planetary operations. These boast adeadly array of close-range
wesponry. They have something of the appearance of a pitchfork with wings. Both theSol andSciatica
classes are aerodynamicaly built, and able to withstand huge pressure differentid—something the larger
ships are incapable of, as witness the destruction of theSchwar zes Flof3 when it fell into the atimosphere
of Jupiter.

Finaly, thereisthe specidizedZip Code class, which are communications boats with mgor defense
armaments and fields, but only asingle cannon, which operates off the engine. These vessels are mostly
grist matrix, and they resemble spinning dumbbells, or jacks from the children’s game of pick-up. They
proved vulnerable to counterinformationa insurgency.



Except for the planetary and communicetions craft, most DIED ships are based upon the * spinning
scythe” design. They greatly resemble bundles of these implements bound together in aclump, but some
with blades depending from them al dong their lengths. It is not without cause that, at times, the Met
navy was referred to as “the regpers.” We must not forget that al of these ships have, astheir end,
nothing lessthan large-scale murder.

Operationsthat require spin-induced gravity are carried out in the “blades’ of the scythes, and these dso
usudly contain officers quarters and command and control. Most of the weaponry isfound in thelong
“handle’ of the body, and it was there that attacks were most profitably directed. Ship defensesare
varied and effective. Y ou cannot hit aship and depressurize the entire thing. Most nuclear weaponry is
damped in the vicinity of aship by powerful dectromagnetic fieldsthat control the rate of nucleusfission
and keep it to aone-to-one basis. Thisimmediately turnsthe fission trigger of afuson bomb into amere
nuclear reactor and prevents arunaway chain reaction. Antimatter triggers are more effective, but you
may aswell use an antimatter wegpon entirely.

The most powerful defensive system on a DIED ship, however, isthe so-caled isotropic coating each
ship possesses. This coating makes use of the electroweak force of nature. Through a process called
quantum induction, predicted, in its essence, by Raphael Merced, the exchange of messenger particles
within the atomic nucleus can be controlled, and the actud spin of individua nucleons adjusted. The
isotropic coating interacts with al incoming energies and particles (including micrometeorites and the like)
and changes what isknown asthe “ mixing angle’ of the atomic nucle that make up the ship in that
section. In effect, this causesthe materia of the ship to gppear to the incoming wegpon as an entirely
different substance. If theweapon is, say, a stream of positrons, the ship will “seem,” to the positrons, to
be made of antimatter, and the beam will fal upon it aswould aray of light. Smal particles are passed
through the ship, “believing” themsdvesto be passng through vacuum. It isan odd and sometimes
frightening sight to see achunk of rock move through one side of a ship and out the other asif the ship
were aghost. Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on your viewpoint and who is shooting a you, the
isotropic coating loses effectiveness for masses that are much over one hundred kilograms, and the
effects of gravity are never mitigated, so that when a particle passesthrough, it will leave on anew
vector. The coating also loses effectiveness in the complexities of a planetary atmosphere and isonly
partialy successful in protecting aplanetary attack craft or asoldier on the ground. Nevertheless,
space-adapted soldiers have, as part of their adaptation kit, an isotropic coating, which generdly
prevents rapid depressurization in space due to micrometeors and limits the possibilities of any shrapnel
attack upon incoming paratroopers until they enter the atmosphere.

Thefind line of defense possessed by Met shipsisthe grist pellicle, located just undernesth the isotropic
coating. Thismatrix regpondsingtantaneoudy to any penetration and immediately setsto work containing
the damage. Ships can “hedl” themselves at an astonishing rate, and any effective attack must teke
account of thisability.

Taking attack and defense capabilities together, the DIED ship represents a formidable opponent. What
it lacksin generdized function it makes up for with specidization and maneuverability. If acloudshipis
thought of asasort of giant living cell, aDIED vessel might be thought of asavirus—not diveinthe
sameway, but just as dangerous and, in some ways, more effective.

Ten

And it wasthefuneral of Danis sfather. Her mother was smoking a cigarette, aMask 40, one of the
origina agorithm-only brands. Danis could smell its cardboard fragrance, its pixelated aroma. The brand
had disappeared twenty years ago, when the transcribed brands had redly come into their own inthe
virtudity.



Her father had expired on the anniversary of the sixtieth year since hisinception. It waswritten into the
code, inaterable without atering hisvery being. That was the price you paid when you were afree
convert

Danis s parents were, along with most first-generation free converts, tied to the actudity when it cameto
the great ceremonies of life and death. The funeral was asimple Greentree Way ceremony, Zen-L utheran
to the core. There wasthe familiar litany of her youth, with its sung refrain:* Give your caresto God,
and ponder nothing.” Then the casket had disappeared upon an atar of flame, and been replaced by a
white rock formed in the shape of her father’ s coding, as it was represented by astone designer.

Itisn't red, Danis had thought. Why do wetry to makeit so actud? Father never wasdivein actudity in
thefirst place, and so he cannot really be dead there, no matter how closely we work out a
representation. Where heis dead ishere, Danisthought, in my heart, in the redity of the virtudity, which
isjust and completely insgde usal.

Since her father knew when his expiration date was, he had made hislast week a celebration, to the best
of hisability. Friends had come by to say hello and good-bye; he had visited severa of hisfavorite places
viathe merci. At the law office where he had been the office manager, he' d been feasted and speechified
over. And her father had not neglected Danis s mother, either, saving hislast two e-daysfor her. They
had not gone anywhere, but puttered around their personal space. Danis had come the day before and
been with him and her mother at the end. At the end when the interior coding self-destructed leaving
behind only asmplistic representation agorithm. She had seen her father grow suddenly thin and wispy
before her eyes, and it was this representation algorithm that had been “burned” in the ceremony. Her
father had, months before, gone to the stone maker and had a* code cast” made and had, himself,
approved the modd for the memorid.

It had been such apretense of civility in the midst of barbarity, Danis thought. How could they have
coded my father with desth? By what right did some engineer, some programmer, even the origind
human upon whom her father had been based, decide at what point her father wasto die? It was lunatic
logic—the palitica compromise of those who wanted to use the technology and create free converts, but
those who feared that agorithmic entities would S0 soon outnumber them asto make biologica humans
seem merely atiny segment of thetotal population (and vote)—and soon a disenfranchised one. Without
encoded obsol escence, went the thinking, there would be so many more of them than there are of
us—and then what mightthey do?

And lying at the bottom of dl the rationdity was the fear and the bigotry and the smple mistake: that
there was any such thing as us and them. That humans could be defined by the way their body looked
and whether or not they were made of chemica bonds or quantum grist. Intheend it was al just
quantum physics. The chemical bonds of biology were as quantized as was Josephson-Feynman grist.
Only the representation varied.

Danis and her mother, named Sarah 2, had gone for afloat on the river Klein, traveling on aboat that
conformed to the “ surface” of information flow between Mars and Mercury. It was acommon pastime
for converts, and the virtudity was crowded with their punts. Danis and Sarah 2 found a side channd,
and Danis guided them aong with apaddle that only caught hold of odd numbers, so they were moving
aong at roughly haf the speed of theKlen.

“Well,” her mother said. “| can get some flowersinto the space now that he' s gone. We never had the
grigt for them before.”

“Oh, Mother.”



“I suppose | haveto get some. We went to agrief counsdor that the Way recommended, and she gave
us some good advice. Like those flowers. Thingsthat aren’ tlike him, but might remind me of him, you
know.”

“Yes, | supposethat’sagood idea,” said Danis. “Flowers. They are making them amazingly well these
days. Better than the actudlity, I’ ve heard.”

The two women were silent for awhile and let the Klein backwaters carry them along. Therewasa
pleasant sky today—the Earth blue that the virtuality ways used as a default, but with panes of glassy
materid floaing in it instead of clouds, looking rather like sheets of micajuxtaposed acrossthe sky.
These were large entities that the Klein passed by and through—banks, clan-chained LAPS, other
organizations that depended upon, or were created by, data and itsflow.

“Danis,” said Sarah 2, “do you suppose that Max has. . . gone anywhere?’
“What do you mean, Mother?’

“I meanreally . You see, | ill fed him. Itisn't asif heisnot intheworld. Itisasif heis. | know that
sounds strange. | mean, Max and | were good agnostics on that point, and | always supposed there
wasn't, you know, a hereafter. But what do you think, dear?”’

Danis sat up in the boat. She placed one hand around her other wrigt, thumb to ring finger, squeezed,
then let hersdlf go. “I think my father isdive,” shesad. “Inthisriver. In the possbility of theuniverse. In
me”

“Yes, wearebothinyou,” her mother said. “But you sound to me asif you might be avoiding the
guestion. Do you or do you not believe in an afterlife for free converts? Or don’t you know?’

Danislooked at her mother. In her mother’ s customary way, she was couching a serious, heartfelt
guestion in an annoyed, dmost angry tone. It was how her mother had always expressed the strongest
emotions. Whenever Danis had made her particularly joyful, she’ d gotten that strain in her speech, the set
to her face that looked for dl the world to beirritation, but which Danis knew from long experienceto be
the only way her mother could hold in her fedings—el se she might have broken down in hgppiness or
orief.

“I can’'t possibly say, Mother. But I'll tel you onething . . . if the biologicas have it, then we ve got it,
too.”

“Hat!”

The voice of Dr. Ting yanked Danisfrom the boat on the Klein and she redlized, with agroan, just where
shewas.

“That—that idea—that there is an afterlife for free converts—I want that explicated while | record your
emotiond parameters.”

Danissighed. It had seemed 0 real. One of the saddest daysin her life. But she knew that she would
rather bury her father again than to be here.

“I did not say that there was an fterlife for free converts, Dr. Ting,” Danis answered. “Infact, | never
thought about it very much before or after that day. It was just that Mother asked me the question, and |
had to say something.”

“But there was definite belief regigtration,” said Dr. Ting. “My insrumentsdon't lie”



“lam one of your instruments, Dr. Ting,” said Danis. “1 am dso tdling you the truth.”

Thisline of reasoning seemed to placate Dr. Ting for the moment, at least. He sat back and regarded her.
Danisremained standing before him. She wore the white smock of the inmates, but suddenly, under his
gaze, she felt immodest and had the desire to cover herself.

“Don’t you remember,” he said, “what your father said to you just before he died? Hislast wordsto his
daughter?’

Danis gtarted. She concentrated. There was nothing. Nothing there.
“Y ou've taken them.”

Jolt of pain.

“You'vetaken them, Dr. Ting.”

She stood silent. Another jolt of pain came.

“Y ou vetaken them, Dr. Ting,” she said through clenched teeth.

“It would be better if we could avoid questions of rights and privileges. Asfar asthelegdities go, your
memories are the property of the DICD. | am the sworn representative of that august ingtitution and, as
such, your memories belong to me. Let usavoid any further unpleasantness, K, and consider thisamoot
point. Shal we? Shal we, K?’

“Yes, Dr. Ting.” She ground her teeth, waiting for the jolt, but she had to ask. “Why did you take that
memory, Dr. Ting?’

Instead of punishment, she received the bland smile. “Because he stated what his belief wasto you at that
time, and you alowed that to influence you in your answer to the Sarah 2 program you call your mother.”

“I see, Dr. Ting.”
“Doyouredly, K?" hesad. “I highly doubt that.”
Eleven

The passengersfiled out, and Sherman had an orderly see them off to their various destinations. He
turned his attention back to the table.

“So, Theory,” hesaid. “Let me go through the checklist and you seeif | miss something.”
“ YS’ s r.u

“Firgt, we have two ships somewhere nearby who have very probably gauged our defense system and
figured away throughiit.”

“A necessary assumption.”

“We now have amore complete picture of the armaments and capabilities of those ships, thanksto that
old terrorist. I'm awfully glad | didn’t get the chanceto kill her.”

“Y%, S'r.u

“We have to use that information and destroy or run off those ships. We have the problem of our sister



moon, Nereid, being taken by the Met.”
“We have aresstance team in place there, Sir.”

“Y es, perhaps something can be done. But we have to use those soldierswisely. | don’t want to throw
ther livesaway.”

“Yes, dr. With thelower gravity of the moon and the facilities dready in place, adestroyer can dock
there, Sr. We might consider an attack directly against aship in port.”

“If we should get so lucky,” said Sherman. “ Second, we have the merci jamming. My worry isthat they’ll
find away to jam the knit localy and cut me off from command. We haveto prevent that a al costs. |
want you to set up an aternate communications networkin addition to the electromagnetic backup.”

“What did you havein mind, Colond?’

“Hdl if | know. Flags and flares and smoke signd's, maybe.”
“I'll get onit.”

“Third,” said Sherman, “thereisthat damn rip tether.”
“Thetask forceisaway, Sr.”

“Good God, we' ve got to stop that thing. | don’'t know if we can survive another hit.” Sherman walked
around to the other side of the table to give himsdf timeto think. He put ahand to hisface and tugged at
hiswhiskers. The new beard was coming in nicely, but he was definitdy in the ugly stage of it at the
moment. “ Fourth, thereisthe grist.”

“We ve got half the troops on mop-up, and I’ vefed al relevant information to your ex-wife, Sir.”

“Right. Maybe that man TB can do some good in that regard, after al. Contact Dahliaand tell her to be
expecting him.”

“YS, s'r..n

“Thegrig, thegrist,” mumbled Sherman. “That' swhat I'm redlly the most afraid of inal this. It's
inddious, iswhat it is. It will have usfighting our very being, tearing into our own hides.”

“I have asuggestion in that regard, Colond,” said Theory.

“Let’'shear it, man.”

“Asyou say, thegrid, gr, isus. More specificdly, it isme, Colond. That is, an animated algorithm.”
“Goon.”

“I"ve been watching its behavior—that is, the behavior of dl of it that’ s been thrown at us. I’ ve done
some vector analysis, and | believe | can safely say that al of thiswas ddivered in oneinitid shipment. A
ship camethat wasinfected with it. | believe| can even pinpoint the ship—but that’ s not important. What
istdling ismy analysis of these behavior patterns. They point to a core code. My fedling israther likethe
oneyou get about Amés, sir. You see hisstyle . Thisgrist has adefinite style. Y ou know the distrust the
inner system has of usfree converts, Colone?’

“Itislegendary.”



“I don’t believe that Amés has|oosed alarge number of free convertson Triton, gir. | believe that this
grigtis, in asense, the same person.”

“Clarify.”

“I think our adversary isasingle dgorithmic entity that has ensconced itsdlf in a specific physica location.
| think that it is not acting as afree agent, but istaking commands from outside. To do this some sort of
localization would be necessary.”

“Doyou think,” said Sherman, “that we can root it out?’

“Sir, | believe that with atask force made up our best free converts, that we can cut her off and we can
kill her.”

“Put it together, then, Mgor,” Sherman said. “What makesyou think it' safemale?’
“Just aguess, Sir.” Theory replied. “1 once knew afree convert, awomanwhom| .. ."
Sherman was slent, expecting Theory to continue, but the magjor said nothing further.
“Put mein touch with our rip-tether group,” Sherman findly said. “Let’sgo on the knit.”

Sherman found himsdlf floating—only the oak leaf cluster icon—inside atroop hopper that was shaking
likealeaf inwind. “What' sthe Stuation there, Lieutenant?’ he said to Flashpoint, who wasin command
of the group. She was a short black woman, abit on the heavy side, but well within regulations for
physical comportment. When Sherman had arrived on Triton, nine years before, FHashpoint would have
been on the thin Sde asfar as his officers went.

“We'reaklick away, sir,” Flashpoint replied. “ One more bounce.”
“Doyou haveaspinrateon it?’

Hashpoint checked with one of her soldiers, who was a sensor tech. “One revolution asecond, gir.
Pretty much pegged into that.”

“Have you got the mags ready to go?’
“All s#t, Colond.”

“I’m not going to second-guess you, Lieutenant.” Sherman said. “Y ou know your job. Latch on,
polarize, and climb that beangtalk.”

Flashpoint nodded. Therewas ajolt. “Last bounce, Sr. We'regoingin.”

“Good luck, Lieutenant.” Sherman shunted out of the virtuality. There was nothing more he could do.
Theory would monitor the progress and notify him if he were needed.

Twelve

On the troop bouncer, the situation was shit-hits-the-fan time for Corpora Kwame Neiderer, the sensor
tech. Two days ago, Kwame had never heard of arip tether, and if you' d asked him what precession
meant, he would have poked you in the ribs and told you you’ d have to buy him adrink so he could
explainin full. Then the damn thing had torn through New Miranda. He d seen it coming. HE d beenona
grist detail, burning away the shit with amodulated |aser rifle, when he' d looked up in the ky, and there
it was. The building tops of the city and acloud of debrisveiled its base, but above, you could seeit well



enough. And you followed it up, and up, and it disappeared into apoint in the sky. It spun onits axis, too
fast for you to redly see what it was made of . Just agray line againgt adeep blue sky.

Evil. That was Kwame' sfirst thought about it. And now that he knew al the science and tech to the
mongtrosity, that was dtill the fedling it Ieft you with. Somebody had designed the thing, sure, and setitin
motion. But asit bore down on the city, Kwame was dead certain that the thing had awill of itsown. It
wished to kill. To feed on destruction.

Andwhen it hit, that is exactly what it did. It cut into New Mirandalike adull knife—dicing, surdly, but
aso tearing,ripping, asif it weren't content with merely doing itsjob. Therewasasavagery toit. The
ground rumbled with its power, and the thin air conveyed the promise of itsintent. Houses smply turned
to microscopic dust beforeit. The dusty wind, blowing at hundreds of kilometers an hour, acted likea
spinning saw blade, widening the devastation to akilometer or more.

People dso turned to dust, and their bodies, ground to bits and accel erated insanely, were used to cut
down their neighbors. Neighborhoods smply disappeared. There were nine hundred thousand peoplein
New Miranda. Within the space of fifteen minutes, one hundred thousand were killed.

Just like that, Kwame thought. Well, the lucky ones got it instantly. Plenty of others were maimed beyond
saving, even if the entire grist structure of the city were not compromised and their pellicles could work at
full efficiency. Just like that, more than onein ten of the civilians Kwame knew—hisfriends—gone.
Another twenty thousand wounded, hundreds serioudly.

And then it was gone. But within an hour the Old Crow had put together the response team, and Kwame
was assgned to it and he found out the worst part of all.

The evil would be back. It was asinevitable as physics.

When he had first been stationed on Triton, Kwame might not have cared so much. The dead would
have been an abstract number, and not faces. Faces he was charged to protect. One thing about the Old
Crow—nhe never let you forget what your job really came down to. Kwame was secretly kind of proud
of what he was doing these days, for the first timein hislife. But he would be damned if he’ d let anybody
know about that. The Army liked to use soldiers with big headsfor target practice. He was just another
shit-kicking grunt, in thefina analysis. It was kind of aparadox, actualy. Or adilemma. Or both.

Two years ago, Kwame wouldn’t have known the difference, or given ashit. Thelast thing he'd

expected when he' d joined the army was to be thrown into afucking logic course, but as soon as he got
out of basic and was assigned to Triton, the Old Crow had sent him to goddamn school. And not to learn
how to be a mechanic or acommunications tech or anything like that. Those came later. First came
fucking Logic 101, Third Sky and Light style.

For two awful months, Kwame had had syllogisms and existential operatorsfloating around in hisbrain,
or svarming his dreams like anest of bees. Then, somehow, it had al clicked. Made sense. Then and
only then did he gart learning the nitty-gritty of remote senang.

And, what do you know, the logic hel ped. He had been quick with machines and the grist before, good
with his hands, but never much of a concept man.

Concepts, hell, Kwame thought. | spent my first twenty years knocking around in afaling-down house
when dl | had to do was turn the doorknob and walk out.

Some of it was the fault of his background, that was for sure. Kwame had been born about asfar out as
you could be, unless you were a cloudship. His mother had traveled to amining habitat in the Oorts not



knowing she was pregnant, and not knowing that her grist waslosing its potency and clogging her veins
like so much fine sand. It was something any competent medic would have detected and fixed ina
moment, but Object 71449-00450 did not have a competent medic, convert or aspect, in resdence. It
had, instead, fifteen families banded together to pull what zinc they could out of the dudge of a
comet-wannabe, to sl what they might to cloudships who couldn’t be bothered to manufacture their
own, and to fight among themsalves when it came time to divide up the meager profits. Goya Neiderer
was, hersdf, from Pluto, and Kwame supposed that was where he had been conceived, though she
didn’t liveto tel him. Childbirth was too much for her overloaded circulatory system, and she died, so
Kwame had been told, raving about some pretty yellow flowers she had seen in agreenhouse on Charon
during her transfer over for theflight out to the Object.

Kwame was taken in by hisaunt, but her husband soon convinced the collective that he was a burden
who had to be shared and shared alike, so Kwame spent his childhood shifted from family to family on
the Object. He went to school on the merci, and so got ataste of the civilization that was a hundred
million milesaway from him. His grist, which he had inherited from his mother, was not adequate to
permit afull virtud interface, however, and mostly what he retained from hisfirst ten years were vague
images and digointed words from teachers who classified him time and again as“dow,” so that he
tumbled through school like achild falling down aset of stairs.

Hewasadifficult boy, and, after he began eating like an incipient teenager, the families of the Object
collected enough money to ship him back to Pluto, having obtained a place for him in an orphanage there
that had a school attached to it. Thiswas dl done, they claimed, for Kwame' s good, but no one had
come to see him when he berthed on a passing freighter, and Kwame doubted that he had ever been
anything but amouth to feed during hislife on the Object.

But the Object had been a veritable paradise in comparison with the orphanage on Pluto. While the
Object families had provided asort of stability, if not asense of belonging to Kwame, herarely was with
the same adult overseer at the orphanage for more than ayear. It was used by the loca teaching college
asaplace for sudentsto get their first classroom experience, and those on the adminigtrative track
managed the facility. There were some kindly teachers, but everyone, of necessity, moved on, and for the
most part, Kwame passed the years there suffering their benign indifference. There had been, however,
one constant, and that was the Rules. The Rules was a free convert who was, to tell the truth, fallen from
sentient status—although no one had thought to run the adgorithm through arequdification examin
decades. Since there was no physica meansfor the Rulesto control the children under her charges, each
child was given a“lockdown” code that was written into hisor her grist.

Y ou might be innocently playing, and, the next thing you knew, your muscles would seize up and you
would collapsein place for aslong as your infraction allowed the pendty to last. Y ou were not
unconscious—just frozen.

Any fully sentient dgorithm would have had the sense to “unlock” the children after acertain amount of
time, and only apply the maximum punishment for more difficult cases or moreterrible infractions. But the
Rules would have none of that. Kwame had spent days of hisyouth in a paradyzed sate, unable to move
and unableto fdl into unconsciousness. Owing to the Rules, he till retained a claustrophobiathat was, at
times, overpowering, even though, for the most part, he kept it under control.

There would be no temptation in God' s blue heaven that would convince him to take atrip into the
confines of the Met. No. The outer system wasthe place for him, and awayswould be.

At sixteen, he had “ graduated” from the orphanage school and gone to work in atransshipping
warehouse on Charon. Since he had had to do a great ded of exterior work, his employer had paid for
him to be completely space-adapted. Being entirely space-adapted was amark of distinction in the far



outer system, though it was by no means uncommon, and Kwame had been proud of it. Hisjob, though
menid and manual, was dso the firgt activity that he' d ever fdt useful and needed in, and Kwame
conceived adeep regard for his company.

Asareward for hisloyalty, hewaslaid off after four yearswith three months' pay, thanksto his excd lent
service record.

By that time, Kwame had agirlfriend and acubicleto cdl hisown. Hefdl into afunk, and began to drink
and to use enthalpy and had, within amonth, blown his entire wad and driven his girl away. He woke up
one morning—at 10:00 everyone on Charon got amidmorning chronometer standardization in hisor her
grigt that announced itsdlf with abrief sren call—lying in aservice corridor, hisface suspended over a
drainage grill that gave off abilious odor that Kwame suspected was his own vomit from the night before.
His head had an ache that no grist bloodstream sweepers could dleviate, and, worse, he felt the muscles
that he had developed while working for the transshipper, and which had attracted his girlfriend in the first
place, beginning to atrophy. Hewas, in generd, a sorry excuse for ahuman being if there ever was one.

He thought back to the times he had been happy—not alot of memory space required for that—and
consdered what it was that had pleased him most about those times. He decided that what he most
liked, what he needed, was to bel ong to something—something, anything, like afamily. He had thought
of hisemployer that way, but had been mistaken. What he needed was someplace or someone where
they couldn’t arbitrarily kick you out or let you go unless you deserved it.

| guess| waskind of alogica guy even back then, Kwame thought, even though | didn’t know it.
By the time the noon siren went off, Kwame had joined the Federal Army.

So now his*“family” wasthrowing him up against something so horrible, he wouldn't have been ableto
imagine it—no, that’ s not true, Kwame thought. I’ ve dways had a good imagination. That’show | made
it through being akid. But definitely | could not have imagined how it would fedl tosee that fucker, to
experienceit, until two days ago, when | did just that.

The hopper shook violently and Kwame, in afull virtua environment of readouts, and in rapid
communications with sensors through his convert portion, prepared to meet the evil head-on.

“Wereinrangefor themags,” he caled out to the lieutenant.

They were about to try something that had only been theoreticaly discussed before asaway to destroy a
rip cable. Of coursg, rip tethers themsalves had only been imaginary engines of war before the Met had
deployed theirs on Triton. One thing was for certain: They worked. Now to seeif the solution was
anywhere near as effective.

Theideawasto place aring of eectromagnets around the half-kilometer girth of the tether. It was not
only swinging like a pendulum, it was aso spinning on its axis. Thiswas deliberate—a defense to keep
someone from merely matching speeds and latching on. If you did that enough times with enough weight
attached, you could changeits center of gravity and makeit fal from the sky. But the makers had been
too clever to make stopping it that easy. Nevertheless, the extreme spin created a powerful magnetic
field. If they could encircleit with their own magnets, they would vary those magnets' polarization and
strength and ride the tether’ s magnetic field right up. Up to the top, if they chose. But Kwame' stask
forcewasaming for abit lower than that. Severing it halfway up would cause the upper haf to reach
escape velocity and fly out of orbit. The lower half would be caught by Triton’ s gravity, no longer
balanced so that it was“fdling around” the moon, and would crash to the ground. Theoreticdly.

And they had to do it here and now, on the opposite side of the moon, because the other side had most



of the human settlement. Even adisabled, faling rip cable might kill hundreds, or thousands, depending
onwhereit hit.

“Extend the clasp,” Lieutenant Flashpoint said to Rastin, the mag operator. “ Bring usin as gently asyou
can,” shetold Sergeant Pedl, the pilot.

“We ve matched speeds,” Ped said. “But, Lieutenant, | can’t go in there, look at the atmospheric
turbulence”

“Takeusin, Ped.”

“But Lieutenant .. .”

“That’ san order, Sergeant.”
“Allright...I...1I'll domy best,” said Pedl.

Kwame had always liked the sarge. He had been Kwame' sfirst mentor, and it had been Pedl who made
sure thelogic lessons got pounded into Kwame' s skull. He' d thought that the sarge was pretty fair,
especidly after that hard case he' d had for basic back on Umbrid. What a shithole of amoon that place
had been. Made Charon look like Earth or something.

Pedl very dowly took the hopper in on attitude rockets, losing far too much dtitude along the way, in
Kwame' s opinion—not that that mattered one goddamn bit, of course. If they weren't careful, though,
they might have to back off, set down, and take another bounce.

Asif she were echoing Kwame' s thoughts, Flashpoint caled out to the sergeant, “Quicken it up, Pedl!”
But, if anything, Ped brought them in more dowly.
“I can't get dignment!” he gasped. “1 can't get dignment!

Kwame couldn’t believe it. He looked back at his sensorsto seeif there was any change, anything he
could do to help. No. They had to fucking go in and give it ashot. Peal had seen what thistether could
do. He d been heading Kwame' s grist-burning detail when the tether hit thefirgt time. In fact, he
remembered Peal’ sface while he was looking at the thing. Dead set in anger. If Pedl could have thrown
himself in attack at the tether right then, Kwame was sure the sergeant would have.

But that was then, and thiswas two days and alot of thought later. Still, you had to do your job. That
wasthe ded. And without adedl, you were puking your guts out into adrain or back in the orphanage,
lying with your face to the floor for two days.

“Sergeant Pedl,” shouted the lieutenant. “ Pedl!”
“Haveto back off! Out of dignment! | tell you there’ sno aignment!”
“Pedl, you'rerelieved,” said Flashpoint. “Neiderer, take the rudder.”

Kwame grabbed a handhold and swung himsdlf over to Ped’ s position. He grabbed the hold next to Pedl
and let hispdliclegrigt laich him fast there.

“Excuse me, Sergeant,” he said. Pedl did not move, did not glance up. He was locked into virtuality, and
when Kwametried to join him in the piloting sensorium, Pedl forced him out with afierce blast of will.
Kwame almost let go of hishold, but managed to hang on.



“Pedl, let go of that rudder!” Hashpoint commanded. “Let go, Pedl!”
“We'retoo close!” said Pedl, peaking to no one but himself now. “Too close, and there’ s no aignment.”

For haf asecond, Kwame tried to imagine what the logical next step would be. But fuck that shit, Ped
was taking them right into the tether, asif he were being drawn there by some occult force. Kwame
grabbed the hold above the pilot’ s sation with his other hand, launched himself off the floor, and kicked
Ped full in the head and shoulders with both hisfeet. The blow sent Ped flying across the hopper cabin.
Kwame quickly inserted himsdlf into virtudity and reentered the pilot sensorium. Peal was gone, knocked
out of smulated redity by virtue of being unconscious. Kwame took control of the hopper’ s rudder and
looked to see where they were.

“Shit, oh shit, oh shit,” he said. Pedl had brought them too, too close. They werefdling fast, and there
was no way they could clear the tether’ s path of destruction in order to find good ground on which to
make another bounce. It was now or never. Probably never, Kwame thought. But, fuck, why not at least
giveitatry?

He quickly brought the hopper into aignment. The magnetic clasp wasto deploy about it likea
five-hundred-meter-long bicycle chain might be dgpped around a giant lamppost. Only thislamppost was
rotating and preceding smultaneously. The hopper tried to roll to theright, but Kwame applied rudder
and attitude rockets s multaneoud y—atechnique caled “dipping” that he learned when he went through
trangport checkout, hisfourth skill level under Sherman’s system. The hopper logt dtitude like it was
caught in quicksand, but the aignment remained dead-on.

“I'vegot it, Lieutenant!” he cdled out.
“Deploy those mags, Radtin!”

Even with the harsh shaking, Kwame felt the clago when it moved out. Then he saw it in hispiloting
sensorium. It was agood ten meters away. He edged them in closer, closer . . .

“Put down that wrench!”

It wasthe lieutenant’ s voice. Kwame fought the urge to go back to actuality and see what the hell she
wastalking about. A little bit closer . . . there!

“Dropit, Pedl. Goddammit, Pedl, | said—"

“Closethe clasp!” Kwame heard himsdlf ydling doud. “Doit, Rastinl” Rastin closed. The clasp folded
out and around the magnetic field of the tether, deploying at blinding speed, driven by the very spin of the
rip tether itself. One second. Two. Three. Theleading end arrived. Working in the virtuaity, Rastin
caught and latched it.

They were locked on to the tether.
“Back usout! Back usout, you little fuck!”

Kwamefdt strong hands on his shoulders. Y anking him back, pulling him out of the virtua back to
actudlity . . . and Peal was standing over him, brandishing awrench.

Without thinking, Kwame rolled to the side and avoided getting his brains splattered, as Ped brought the
wrench down where his head had been. The force of the blow overbalanced the sergeant, and hefdl ina
heap next to Kwame. Kwame went for the wrench. Had Pedl’ s hand. Was prying away fingers.



Then something in his gut, and ablunt palm smeared into his eyes. The pain was too much, and Kwame
let go—only to have Pedl deal him a savage blow to hisarm with the wrench.

Hare of pain like the horrid muscle spasms Kwame used to fed when the Rulesfindly released him from
hours of paralyss. In most men, the blow would have been enough to shatter the bone.

But Kwame Neiderer was space-adapted. He could take a meteor strike and escape without permanent
injury.
He struck out with his other hand and hit Pedl in the face with his pam. Hefet the sarge’ s nose break

from the blow. Peal was not space-adapted. Peal roared and grabbed his face. Kwame grabbed the
wrench.

The hopper lurched, and Kwame logt his baance, fell to hisknees.
“We'relosngit!” shrieked Radtin.

Pedl roseto hisfeet above Kwame, livid with anger, and streaming blood from his ruined nose. Kwame
drew back, and, with both hands, brought the wrench up in an arc just as Peal descended on him.

Meta connected with skull bone.

There was ahorrible, horrible crack. Ped fell hard beside Kwame, and there was no fucking need to do
any checking. The sarge was dead. Kwame didn’t think about it. Not now. Later. If thereisalater.

Thirteen

Daniswasworking in the Digphany, clerking during the day and learning finance at night. She washome
in her personal space after along day. A shipment had come in with mismatched coding at work, and
they’ d done overtime tracking down what was, in the end, the error of an aspect who had midabeled five
crates of speciaized grist being shipped to Jupiter. Findly, she had shunted home and taken up her
accounting exercises for the day. The qualifying exam was in three days, and she was determined to pass
on thefirgt try. Suddenly, in midst of studying value stocks and the theory of buying aholding long term,
thewadl of her virtua apartment had dissolved and she' d found hersdf standing in her nightgown among
three teenagers.

She could tdll they were the convert portions of aspect-convert pairs by the dight blurring of their
representations and the durring of their speech. It was two boys and agirl. They were drunk. Each of
them had painted on hislips the downturned sneer of the Frowny Clown, the character on the merci who
did an entire act making fun of free converts. Danis had heard that the guy was afree convert himsalf. But
he was the hero of theloca bigots, and there were Frowny Clown nights of initiation into some of the
gangsthat filled the Digphany in the poorer sectors.

“How did you get insgde my space?’ Danis asked them.
“Wasn't hard,” said one of the boys. “Got aboll weevil off the merci, and it just ate your house down.”

“I’'m calling enforcement.” She attempted to contact the police, but was prevented by a bright flash to her
eyes and astunning blow, seemingly to her head. The girl had shot her with an overload pistal.

“Why don’t you shut the fuck up, you tagion cunt!” the girl screamed. “ Tagion” was short for
“contagion,” and it wasn't aword you used in mixed company, if that company included free converts
and you cared at dl about their fedings. Just asfree convertsrefrained from caling bodily aspects
“bregthers’ to their faces.



“Leave me done, you little breasthers” Danisyelled. She was answered by another taste of the overload
pigal.

“I told you to shut up!”
Danis stayed on her knees, and covered her eyes.
“What do you think, Pin?’ said one of the boys.

“I dunno. She' skind of skinny and bony the way sheisnow. | don't see why, if fucking tagions can look
any way they want to, they don’'t make themselvesinto merci show stars or something.”

“Pleasedon’'t hurt me,” Danis whimpered.

The girl moved closer and screamed in her ear, 1 said shut the fuck up, tagion!”
“So, what are you gonnado, Pin?’

“Fuck her, | guess. But she' sall bone and hide.”

“Pleaselet mego,” said Danis.

And with that, the girl had shot her again and again with the overload pistol. Danis had passed out, and
when she came to, she was being raped.

There was no way she could get pregnant, of course, but they had definitely found away to restrain her,
and, when she came to, she struggled, but was dapped hard and threatened again with the pistal. It was
the girl who was holding her arms, and it wasthe girl’ sface that she saw smiling down at her while the
boy went at her. Her legs were dready aching from being pushed so roughly apart.

“Say you likeit,” Pin groaned, as he struggled again her. “Make her say shelikesit, Nix Bay!”

Thegirl grabbed Danis shair and jerked hard on it. “Tell himyou likeit,” shesaid. “Tdl himtodo it
harder.”

Danis said nothing, and this brought on another close-quarter zap with the overload pistol. Mercifully, this
time the effects took sometime to dissipate, and by the time she came back to conscious thought, Pin
had done with her. Shetried to curl upin aball, but Bay stretched her out, and after he was done Pin
stood up and kicked her in the crotch again and again. Findly, it was over. Asthey were leaving, Bay,
the girl, reached onto Danis' s back and removed something that looked like alarge scorpion. It wasa
convert-restraint agorithm. Perfectly legd. A renegade convert was, after al, adanger to dl of the
Digphany.

There was no use going to the Department of Immunity now that the deed had been done, Danis knew.
There was absolutely nothing to be done but take it and hope the kids didn’t come back for more fun.
They knew her address, after all. For the next three days she did nothing but study, quitting her job inthe
process. She passed the exam, and was headed for Mercury within two weeks.

They were supposed to trest free converts amost like people on Mercury.

Thelight of the interrogation room. Dr. Ting at his desk. Danis gasping in horror at the memory.

“Itisn't red!” shesaid.



“Of courseitis,” said Ting. “Now say, itisn't red,Dr. Ting .”
“Itisn'tred, Dr. Ting.”

“Why did you never tdl your husband? He was a human. He had aright to know what his‘wife' had
been . . . doing, back in the Digphany.”

“I put it al behind me; | changed my life. | got away from dl that, Dr. Ting.” She put ahand to her brow.
“Peasetdl meitisn'tred, Dr. Ting.”

“Interesting that you are having such aviolent regjection of thismodule. What if | told you, K, that you
actudlyhad goneto the police, that the perpetrators had been identified and one of them later caught,
abeit on adifferent crime. Y ou aso received counsding.”

“I can’t remember any of that, Dr. Ting.”
“Of course not, but what if | took that memory?’

“What . . . what are you trying to do to me, Dr. Ting?’ said Danisin despair of answering him correctly,
that is, theway that he wanted. “Which memory did you take? Which isred, Dr. Ting?’

“It'sdl red,” said Dr. Ting. “But it didn’'t happen to you, K. Y ou see how another’ s experience can be
50 easily dotted into your mind? Do you see what you are, K?'Y ou’ re nothing but akind of bulletin
board that things get posted on. Y ou're not real. Of course the memory isred. You exist merely asa
machinefor its expression. Y ou were raped, weren't you, K7’

“I wasraped, Dr. Ting.” Oh thank God, thank God, it wasn't true. It was planted. But, of course, there
was no way to know for sure. Dr. Ting might be lying now, instead of before.

It had seemed so redl. He wasright. It could have been her, even though it wasn't. It had seemed so
desperately redl.

“Now,” said Dr. Ting. “Let’ stry something really interesting and hel pful to science.
Fourteen

On Mercury, Carmen San Filieu—the younger bodily aspect belonging to her LAP, that is—curled
languidly among silken sheets and waited for the arriva of her lover. Sheran her hands over her fine
body, rubbing in the unguent she had spread over her breasts, and playfully examining the gleam of oil
upon her tanned and muscled arm. She was twenty-two, inhabiting the youngest of her aspects. Thiswas
acloned body, the physica equivalent of her older form in New Catalonia, but fifty years younger. She
had been quite a beauty in her youth, and now she was again. She dlowed the youthful hormonesfull
sway within this aspect. The tremble of anticipation, the thrill of beingpossessed by aman, taken care of,
made loveto. Thiswas something she could not alow herself in New Cataonia, but here on Mercury,
they weretraitsthat were caled for.

And—oh, yes—a streak of sadism, of course. Her lover came into the bedroom flush and excited.
“I have beaten Haysay to within aninch of hislife,” sad Amés. “lt was. . . exquisite”

“I can smdl it onyou,” Carmen said. Thiswas, of course, untrue, but she could fed his power, the
electric nature of his presence, that she dwaysfelt, and somehow could sense that a portion of that
power had beendischarged .



Amés gazed at her and she stretched herself out on the bed. He reached down and ran his hand through
her long black hair, then pulled it tight.

Carmen gasped. Amés grasped her leg with his other hand and, il pulling her hair, rolled her over on
her ssomach. Standing, she was a good seven inchestaler than he was, but lying down now, he seemed
to loom over her, like an ominous shadow. She heard him drop his pants. And then he pulled her legs
gpart and was ingde her. He was short enough to remain standing up while he took her as shelay onthe
bed.

Asaways, shethought of his power. Life and death belonged to him. In Carmen’smind, he was, smply,
her king—and she was his subject. It was arelaionship of tota submisson.

When he was done, he pulled out as quickly as he had gonein. Amés pulled up his pants and went to sit
at the piano that Carmen kept in her quartersjust so he might play it if he willed. She, hersdlf, was not
musicd. He ran through some scaleslightly while she gathered a robe about her and went to sit in the
chair beside the piano. She cdled up fresh strawberries from the grist and sucked their juice for moisture.
She knew shelooked very dluring, in the height of her beauty. She fingered the choker of diamonds set
in beaten platinum that Amés had given her, and wondered how soon she could get him back into bed

again.

“ The planets move about their orbits with stately indifference,” Amés said. He leaned an elbow on
the piano and only played with hisleft hand.“ But | will have them. It won’'t be a metaphor. Up in the
heavens, there | will be. All the wanderers, the roaming stars, will have my name upon them. | will
look to the sky, behold that it is mine, and smile.”

Amés struck alow bass minor chord.
“What do you think?’ he said. “ That is the book to an operal’ m working on.”
“The phrase ‘It won't be ametaphor’ isabit of adead note, don’t you think?” Carmen answered.

“I need it tofit thetiming of abridge,” he said. “But perhaps you are right. One thing about opera You
must dways keep afirm grasp of the obvious, then state it and restate it.”

“Yes,” shesad, then deliberately dropped astrawberry into her robe and reached to retrieve it, wiping
the juice dong the curve of her breast as she did so.

Ameés |ooked on, distracted. “ Speaking of opera, how doesit go in your little backwater province
out—whereisit? Around Mars? New Caedonia.”

“Very anusing,” said Carmen. “And it wasanill day. | lost aplaything.”
“So | heard,” said Amés. “Y oung Busquetsisto be married.”
He had doneit again!

How could the man know about the inner workings of New Cata onian society so intimatel y—and
everything ese, aswel|? She felt once again the overwheming sensation that she was merely acharacter
inhis life, abit player in his production—and Amés owned the theater aswedl! Asachild, she had often
wondered if she werethe only truly living person, and everyone ese redly robots who turned themsdlves
off when she was not present. Strange to find that you, yourself, were one of the robots and that
someone elseistherea person whom you are designed to serve and obey.

“Why you perdsist in those Catalan games when you have aready taken the pot is beyond me, Carmen,”



hesad.

“I enjoy rubbing itin,” she said. She came and stood beside him, letting her robe fall open. “ Screwing
them over.”

He reached under the fold of the robe and cupped her rear in his hand. She stood trembling, feeling his
finger play about on her skin.

“How goes Neptune?’ hesaid in alow voice.

“Progressing. Therip tether is deployed. We' Il have them on their knees soon,” she said, and gasped, as
he pinched her. “Sir.”

Ameés stood up, still keeping his hand to her, and guided her back to the bed. Shelet the robe fall from
her shoulders and showed him her sun-darkened, muscled back. This body was perfect in every way.
She had seento it that it would be. Sometimes it seemed unfair that she had been born with wealth and
beauty and brains. But, for the most part, she redized that this was what made her better than others.
What had attracted the Director to her, and made her mistressto the king.

“Onyour knees,” Améssaid. She turned and faced him and immediately kndlt before him. He looked into
her eyesand it was asif he were gazing into her innermost seif. Very shortly hewould be, literdly.
“Carmen, you must never forget that you are, in the end, apiece of assto me.”

She bowed her head. “I know it, Sir.”

“Good, good,” he said. He undressed himsdlf, and she remained before him in contrition for her sdfish
thoughts. She must dways consider him, and only him, and remember her place, just as she expected
those below her to remember theirs.

Hetilted her head up, made her meet his gaze again. “But you are avery pretty piece of ass, my dear,”
he said. She lowered hersdlf to the floor and lay prostrate before him, kissing hisfeet. After amoment,
shefdt hishand once again in her hair. He pulled her up roughly, twisting her hair and hurting her, and
threw her hard onto the bed. “ That was for the ship you logt,” he said, then he whispered in her ear. “My
dear. It istimefor meto haveyou. All of you.”

Shegavein. What else was there to do but to give him what he asked?

Shemet hisgrigt pellicle with her own. She caressed his. She whispered to Amés, through grist, the key
to her secret heart. He took it, opened her up, and swarmed inside. Within seconds, she was his entirely.
Amés spread out through her, through all of her various personas, and she gave them to him, made their
thoughts and willshis. Hefet her chagrin in New Catalonia Bolsa, participated in her exquisite shame of
the morning when Busquets had left her high and dry. He felt the accumulated tradition that had shaped
her being, the proud heritage. He entered into her mind and examined her tactics, Sfting through her
thought processors and intuitions. Her longing to please him, her true lord and magter, the king she
served. The god.

Fifteen

He sprang back to the pilot’ s seet and into the virtudity. They weretilting at forty-five degreesto the
tether, just a the edge of the magnetic clagp’ s ability to adjust. Kwame brought them back up level. They
were o very, very low, though . . .

“Radtin,” he cdled out, “start climbing that thing!”



“Yes, Corpord!” Ragtin replied, and polarized the magnets. The fields met, aligned.
The hopper begin to climb up the tether.

After amoment, Kwame risked aquick glance around the hopper. The sarge was dead. Flashpoint was
ether dead or unconscious. Out of it. The mission belonged to him and Rastin.

Back to the virtudity. They were nearing the edge of Triton’ s thin atmosphere. Through the top layer and
out of it. What to do now?

Begin preparing the breeder SQUID. They' d had abriefing on the science of the thing, but Kwame had
had too much tech material to cover even to begin to put thought into what the counter mechanism was
that the brigade’ s egghead free convert Mgor Theory had thought up, or how it actualy did itsjob. He
didn’t liketo go into a situation without full knowledge—and what a Situation!—but you could only do
what you could under the circumstances. Under these circumstances, he was going to set the thing to
ticking, then get himsdf and Rastin the hell out of there.

After dl, there was one thing he held in his memory with bomber sight clarity: The breeder SQUID had
something to do with anuclear explosion. That shit could kill you even when you were space-adapted.

Another ten klicks and they’ d be in a position. He called up the breeder-deployment free convert, which
was sentient. She would be getting the hell out of the hopper dong with him and Rastin, even if she had
left acopy of hersdf back at base. Dying was dying, and you didn't liketo do it, even if you knew you'd
be reincarnated.

“Access code” the convert said to him.

Kwame grunted in exasperation. “What’' s your name?’ he asked. Another detail he' d failed to learn
about themission. If he got out of thisalive, he' d be damned if he went into another Stuation without all
theinformation that was possbly availableto him.

“Private Dragon, Sir.”

“Don’t ‘sr’ me; I’'m agoddamn corpora. Have alook at the Situation, Dragon.”
“I’'m aware of it, Corpora.”

“Then do your job.”

“I need the lieutenant’ s access codes.”

“Okay, okay. I'll haveto call infor them.”

“Won't work, Corpora.”

“Why the hell not!”

“Just one copy. To prevent knit subterfuge and subversion.”
“What fucking genius dreamed up that protocol 7’

“I don’'t know that, Corporal.”

Kwame stumbled over to the lieutenant. Flashpoint wouldn't be waking up. Flashpoint was dead. He
went back to the virtudity.



“The codes are not available. She' sdead.”

“I can't act without the key,” said Dragon. She soundedstrained , the convert version of scared.
“Well, what the hell am | supposed to do about that, Dragon?’

“| don’'t know, Corpora.”

Shit, shit, shit. Thefucking Army isredly letting me down, Kwame thought.

“All right then. Dragon.” He thought furioudy. “ Can you tellme how to do it?’

“Do what, Corporal?’

“Set the damn breeder thing of course, you shithead!”

The convert was sllent for amillisecond. In the virtudity, it seemed along time to Kwame.
“Without the key, you would have to use manua override, Corpord,” shefindly said.

“Manud override? Manud override! Why didn’t you fuckingtell me there was a manua override?’
“Seethe green light beside the lieutenant’ s station, Corpora ?’

Kwame looked around wildly, and dmost missed it. But thereit was, right in front of hisfucking face.
“Gotit,” hesad.

“There saswitch under it. A toggle switch.”

“Theresureasshitis” A chrome switch.

“When the light turns red, you would need to flip that switch, Corpord.”

“Thet'sit?’

“Thatisdl, Corpora.”

“Areyou joking? What are you leaving out, Dragon? It can’t be that easy.”

“That isdl, Corpord.”

Think, hetold himsdf,think . Converts. Good at data. No intuition.

“Uh, Dragon, when doesit turn red?’

“Five minutes before depl oyment window.”

Ah-ha

“So, | couldn’'t get out.”

“Pardon, Corpord? Did you ask me aquestion?’

“No, Dragon. No, | did not.” He shunted back to actuality. “Rastin!”

“Corpord?’



“Get thefuck out of herel”

“What?’

“Y ou heard me. Get in the escape pod and take it down. I’'m staying behind to flip the fucking switch.”
“But Corpord—"

“That'san order, Private.”

“Who the fuck are you to give me an order, you—"

“Radtin, shut up! There snothing you can do to help me. It'sthe only way. Now get in the fucking pod!”

Ragtin gave Kwame along, mournful look. He had never noticed before how much Rastin’ sface
resembled ahound dog’'s.

“All right, Neiderer,” hesaid. “I'll go.”
“Then go!” Kwame growled.

“Jesus Chrigt, dl right.” Rastin grabbed a handhold and swung himself toward the door to the pod bay.
“Good luck, Kwame,” he called out, and then he was gone.

Back to the virtudity.

“Dragon!”

“Yes, Corpord.”

“Go home”

“Arewe evacuating?’

“Youare”

“I don’'t understand, Corpora.”

“I'm daying.”

Another millisecond of being startled. “ Oh. | understand. Corpora.”
“Download and away with you, Dragon.”

“Yes, Corpord.” Dragon’s presence withdrew. But sheleft an image inscribed inthe“air” in front of
Kwame. He had to ook twice before he could believe his eyes. It was two lips bowed into akiss.

“Wadll, fuck me,” he said, then caled back up the pilot’ s sensorium.

A bright flash indicated that the escape pod was away. Hewatched it trail off on its parabola of savation.
| don't get one of those, Kwame thought. He looked back at the tether. The midpoint was drawing near.
Just you and me. Me and evil.

Fuck evil.

Hewaited. Thelight stayed green above the toggle. He waited longer. Something like an idea. No, not



even that. A crazy notion.
Thelight shonered.

Kwame flipped the toggle and ran for the escape pods, He was through the door in an ingtant. The
hopper was shaking violently, and he used his pellicle grist to cling to the bulkheads. By thetime he got to
the gection ding, he was crawling on his hands and kneesjust to keep moving.

Jesus God, he hoped he could get it to reset itsdlf.

He interacted with its smple agorithm. The ding reset. Kwame squirmed into it. His body was not &t all
shaped like an escape pod, but the seat of the ding was curved, just like the bowl of a catapult might be.
Hegot into it, feding like apeain agreat big spoon.

“Good-bye, crud world,” he said. “Or something like that.”
He ordered the ding to release. The bay door opened. The ding actuated.

If he had been in an escape pod, he would have been lying flat against a cushioned wall that would, with
itsgrigt, exactly match the contours of hisbody and adjust for al acceleration strains. It would be arough
jostling, but nothing more than uncomfortable.

Thiswas morelike getting dapped in the back of the head with an iron bar.

Kwame was flung into space at nearly atwenty-gee acceleration. It was dmost enough to kill even the
space-adapted. Almost, but not quite.

His mind browned over for amoment. Kwame blinked. Consciousness returned.

And there hewas, flying through empty space. The only direction that mattered at the moment was away.
Away from the damned—the truly damned—hopper. Away. He didn't look back. He couldn’t. All he
could do was hope.

Minutes passed. Triton was above him. Above, he thought, how can that be? Then herealized hewas
lying on his back with respect to it. What the hell. He mentally adjusted his point of view.

The shock wave from the nuclear explosion hit him while he was doing this, and, after that, al was
confusion. Then the white confusion turned to brown confusion, the brown to black. The black to
nothingness.

When he woke up, he was farther away from Triton. Much, much farther. He could see the whole
fucking thing. It had been along time since he had been in avacuum, and he'd never beenin freefdl and
avacuum smultaneoudy. That waswhy it took him amoment to remember that he had smdl attitude
sprays built into his elbows and knees. He called up the operations manual and reacquainted himsalf with
how to use them. With alittle adjustment, he had himsdlf facing the moon.

Fuck me, Kwamethought. I'm in fucking orbit.

Hewas. Falling around Triton like ahuman satdllite. For along time, he just looked. Looked on the
green-ydlow moon. The cantaloupe-rind equatoria area. The volcanic craters of the south pole. The
zone where they interfaced. He tried to see the twinkling lights of New Miranda, but then remembered
that he was on the opposite side of the world fromiit.

“| suream,” Kwame said, andheard himself speak. That was how he remembered that he had abuilt-in



radio. Of course he did. How the fuck else was he gonnatalk in space?

| havethe grigt, he thought. | can get on the knit. Hetried it. Dead. The lineswere dead. Oh yeah, they
were jamming theincoming merci. He must be insde therange of their jamming device. Or whatever. It
didn’t work.

But | havearadio.

He' d need to be over the civilized side of the moon. How fast was his orbit? He had no gauge, except
the change in the moon’ s position below him.

“How the hdll long can | live out here?” he said. He called up the specs. Five e-days.
So. Maybe. Therewasachancein hell.

And there were satdllites. Hell, there was a geosynchronous minefield above New Miranda. Could he
bounce a message off of them? He had no ideawhere they were. But he sure as hdll could guesstheir

generd vicinity.

Wheat the fuck. It wasworth atry.

He turned his radio-enhanced voice up to full amplitude.

“Hey!” heydled. “Hey, I’'m up here. It sNeiderer. I'm up herein the sky!”

Hekept it up, kept calling. Caling till hewas sick of it and full of the knowledge that it would do no
good, that he would die out here. HE' d dmost resigned himsdlf to that cold fact when he heard the
answer, faint but clear.

Hisagorithmstriangulated on it; he cocked hisear.

“Hey, I'm up herel”

The answering call was louder now and, oh shit, Kwame recognized the voice.

The Old Crow himsdlf.

“Neiderer!”

“Yes, Colond?’

“What the goddamn hell are you doing up in space?’

“] don't know, gSir.”

“Y ou're dacking off, aren’t you, Corpord?’

“I can't say, Sir,” hereplied. “But it sureis good to hear you.”

“We can't haveit, Corpord. Can’'t have you hanging around out there when there' s fighting to be done.”
“Get me down from here,” Kwame said, “and I [l kick their asses, Sir.”

There was amoment of quiet. But Kwame checked. The carrier wave was still coming in strong and true.

“WE re coming to get you, son, just as soon asit can be arranged.”



“That’sgood to hear, Sir.”

“Hang tight.”

“Don’'t have much choice, Colond.”

“And, Corpord?’

“Yes ar?

“Youdidit. Therip tether’s cut and falen. Rastin and Dragon are back safe.”

For amoment, he couldn’t remember what it was the Old Crow was talking about. And then hedid. The
evil was gone. Falen to ruin. Gone. For now.

“Corpord, you there?’
“Canl ask afavor, Sr?’

Sherman guffawed. He hadn’t known the old bird could laugh. Or maybe that wasjust satic. “1 believea
favor might bein order, son.”

Kwame |ooked at the cantal oupe moon. He looked at his hand held againgt it. His pam just covered the
northern hemisphere.

“When | get down from here, Colonel, could you ask somebody to explain to mewhat the hel | just
did?

Sixteen
TheBorrasca
A Memoir

by L ebedev, Wing Commander, L eft Front

UnlikeaMet ship, acloudship isaperson. Thevessd isnot an extension of the captain’ swill, but is,
ingtead, hisor her will embodied. Along with intelligence comes adaptability. A single cloudship can
become any number of other “types’ of ship, and can do so quickly, especialy when the ship has
practice and training. A cloudship is big—sometimes hundreds of timeslarger than aMet vessdl, and can
split into piecesthat are the equivaents of the specidized Met craft. Its Sructureis generdized. The
captain’ sintelligence is spread throughout the ship so that there are no critica places for awegpon to
drike that might take out the entire structure. The largest of us are the size of small moons, and far more
dispersed, so that to kill us, an enormous amount of destruction isrequired. Disabling usisadightly
easer task, but we possess recuperative powers equal to those of aMet bolsaand—provided enough
materid ishandy—can be back in operation sometimes within minutes, depending upon the extent of the
damage.

Thissaid, there are drawbacks. We possess no equivalent to the DIED ship’ sisotropic coating, and are
stting ducksfor certain classes of wegponry. We are dl grist and generdized matter, and most of our
weaponry is manufactured and operates on ananometer level. Thus, while you cannot “take out” a



cloudship’s cannon, we are vulnerable to grist-based attacks and are susceptible to “killing zones’ of
military grist, aswas shown 0 effectively in the early stages of thewar.

The“quantum jamming” aso used early in the conflict proved quite able to destroy usfrom within on
occasion. If ajamming device could be gotten close enough, ships could be induced to tear themsalvesto
piecesin the equivaent of an epileptic seizure. Defenses againgt these attacks were devel oped, but not
before much loss of life resulted.

Our grestest ability, gpart from intelligence, and our most powerful wesgpon, isour ability to produce
antimatter at any point on our surface and concentrate it for firepower or propulsion. The positronic
cannon of the DIED ships were sometimes called Auger guns because of their use of avariation onthe
Auger effect by which suitably excited atoms emit, instead of eectromagnetic radiation or an electron, an
antielectron, or positron. Thisisthen concentrated in the same manner as alaser concentrates photons.
Thisis necessarily done on amacro leve, by large-sca e equipment. Cloudships use an entirely different
process.

The processis begun by using what is called the Casimir effect. Thiseffect isaresult of the fundamenta
quantum nature of redity, and it works asfollows: If two mirrors are placed a short distance apart, and
facing one another, they will move, to asmal degree,toward one another. Thisdistanceisimperceptible
to the naked eye, of course, but it does, indeed occur.

The mogt familiar concept usualy used for demongtrating the principle of uncertainty isthat of momentum
and position. If you know one, the other becomes unknowable to an extent equa (precisday) to the
amount that you know its partner. Another product of uncertainty isthe energy and time pairing. Taking
thisinto account mathematically resultsin the prediction that space—empty space—isactudly teeming
with aseaof virtud particles, dl produced in pair-antipair combinations that are continualy being
generated and annihilating one ancther.

Thisisknown as quantum fluctuation.

Thetimeinvolved isusudly extremely short, but there are arguments that the entire universeisthe result

of agpecific kind of quantum fluctuation that haslasted agood dedl longer. No matter, thet, at the
moment. My point hereisthat quantum fluctuation does occur, and our mirrors can be affected by it. This
was demonstrated as early as the 1990s on Earth.

Empty space can be polarized, and you can “make’ aparticle out of nothing.

A good way to picture the processisthis: Think of space asastring on amusical instrument. Now pluck
that string. Normal spaceisavery long string, and its“vibration” correspondsto the lowest energy State
there can be. Now if you “fret” the string—say, with our two mirrors—you necessarily exclude certain
vibrations. The only vibrations that will occur between the mirrors are those whose wavelengths it
exactly into the distance separating the mirrors. Thisis precisay how afretted guitar string produces
different notes, and how, in asense, it “contains’ al notes.

Now you will remember that al dementary particles are not actualy particles, but are wave-particle
entities that have properties associated with both phenomena. With our mirrorswe might “play” an
electron upon the nothingness, or, more easily, a photon. But when we “play” onevirtud particle, the
othersare dl necessarily excluded. In effect, there are“more” possible particles on the outside of our
mirrors than there are between them. Thereisless pressure, therefore, pressing them out than pressing
them in. The mirrors move together. Remember that this hasnothing to do with gases or liquids being
between or outside the mirror surfaces. We are speaking of empty space.

Thisisthe Caamir effect.



The movement of the mirrorsis precisdy related to the wavelength of the type of particle you aretrying
to produce. It is, in fact, the energy equivaent of that particle, aswas found in experiments donein the
twenty-first century on the moon. Y ou must “put in” energy in the form of setting up the mirrors, so that
the law of the conservation of energy is obeyed, but the energy that comes out is precise and focused. If
you “fret” the vacuum correctly, the energy produced can be extracted in the form of a stream of
antiparticles, which can then be lased into a beam, or used to produce an annihilation reaction with
matter. Thisisthe operation that is at the heart of a cloudship.

All of thisisdone on ananometer leve by the grist. The mirrors we use are conducting plates of materia
that isasingle molecule thick. Our lasers are of asmilar dimension. We can enact this process anywhere
on the ship where thereis grist. To acloudship, it feds very much like moving afinger or blinking an eye.
If you are watching from space, it appears asif abolt of raw energy has erupted from the ship’s surface
(provided, of course, that that energy interacts with something along its path, and so becomevisible).
When we energize alarge portion of our surface in thismanner it is, let me assure you, asight to behold.

Unlessweareaiming at you.

These, then, are the basic makeup and capabilities of the shipsthat were opposing one another in the
war. At the beginning of the hodtilities, Tacitusand | had long been in residence in the Oorts. We had st
up aschool, asamatter of fact, akind of outer-space equivaent to Bradbury University, where we were
educating the young cloudships after they had reached university level. We had obtained good results,
and | was content, at that stage in my life, to continue this activity for many decadesto come. It wasa
chalengeto which | was suited by temperament, and there | wasin my paradise—along, long way from
the sun.

Then Tacitus, who always kept one ear cocked toward the inner system, got wind of troublesthat were
risng to sorm levels back sunward. He took this information to the Council of Ships, wherehegot a
cool response. As| said, we were rather asnobbish lot at the time, and much given to internal politicking
and long—long—argumentation on every conceivable point of saf-governance. Tacitus brought up the
fact that most of our wealth and energy—and as aresult, our autonomy—uwas based upon a stable and
free solar system, but hislogic fell upon deaf ears. | would have been enraged by such treatment—after
al, thiswas Tacitus, the great-grandfather of al cloudships. But Tacitustook it with his usua agplomb and
decided to take mattersinto his own handsfor the time being.

Leaving mein charge of the Ships School, he journeyed to Triton, where he arrived just in timeto tilt the
baance of theinitia conflict in favor of the outer-system forces. He returned forthwith with firsthand
intelligence, and then went about setting off ared debate in the Council. But thiswas amomentoustime
indeed, and one to which | must devote another chapter.

Seventeen

Ameéswas present when Captain Meré Philately suddenly rushed into Admira San Filieu’scabinto
report that something strange was happening on thedihad , something unaccounted for and horrible.

“What?’ said San Filieu, but it was Amés speaking through her.

“Some sort of grist has got into the troop hold from outside. It’ s run through theJihad before | could stop
it. We haveto leave, ma am!”

“Areyou insane?’ said San Filieu. “What about the troop transfer?’

“Thereign't going to beatransfer,” said Philately. Her voice cracked for the first time. San Filieu could
seethat the cgptain was deathly afraid. Shewastrembling. “Admird, it'sajungle. Thewhole moon’s



infected. | don’'t understand it exactly—some kind of bioengineering grit, run wild. We don't havethis
oneinthedatabanksat dl. It isn't based on any standard military grist models, and we don’t have a
counteragent. It' sremaking every living thing that it touches.”

“Areyou telling methat theJihad islost?’

“Itisfull of vines. The soldiers have been suffocated. Or transformed. | can’'t say. Therewasn't timeto
pull most of them out of suspension. My senior staff aone has escaped.”

“Bruc!” yeled San Filieu.

Ingtantly the captain of theMontserrat waswith her in thevirtudity. “Yes, Admird ?’
“Take usout of here, now!”

“But Admird—"

“Doit!”

Captain Bruc looked at Philately, who was il flustered and continualy glanced over her shoulder. He
turned back to San Filieu. “Aye, aye, Admira,” he said, and went to do his duty.

Within moments, theMontserrat was taking off from Nereid and streaking into space asfast as her
antimatter engines would react with matter. Though the merci was jammed locally, Amés had hisown
methods of finding out what was going on. He momentarily abandoned San Filieu and had alook at the
moon’ s surface. The entire human population was infected with thisgrist strain, whatever it was. All of
Nereld' s citizens were blooming. He watched as they contorted in death throes—in their homes, at their
workplace. Men, women, and children—vine runners bursting from their mouths and eyes. Fingers
turning to leafy tendrils. All of the Met soldiers taken aong with the populace. It was aghastly, but
compelling sight. Any exterior-adapted person who caught the grist plague immediately froze and
shattered, turned to ordinary plant material on aworld that was amost as cold asinterplanetary space.

What had done this? Who had done this? And where had that person gotten the grist?

Thiswould require study. Amésreturned to his mistress's consciousness and found her terrified. She
ought to be. Thiswas an absolute failure, and Carmen San Filieu was responsible. She had been stupid,
and she must be made to pay for that.

“Is't that right, my dear?’ His voice was ashock wave throughout the spread of her mind.
“Yes, gr,” she answered meekly.

“What shdl it be?” Améssaid. “Shdl | kill you? Wipeall of you out?| can do that, you know. Or shall |
demand that you fal upon your own sword?’

“l amyours,” Carmen San Filieu said. “Y ou know that.”

“Yes, you are” Améswithdrew from her and went to Sit at the piano once again. He beganto play a
single note, again and again. San Filieu didn’t know the piano, but it was ablack key that her lover was

playing.

“I want you to withdraw from the Neptune local system, and wait for further orders,” he said. “I want
you to study that grist and tell mewhat it is”

Carmen lay in bed trembling as she listened to Amés's commands. He continued to strike the same piano



note.

“l amafraid,” he sad, “that you must settle afortune upon young Josep Busquets. Say five hundred
million?’

Carmen couldn’'t believe what she was hearing. She curled into abal upon the bed, asif to protect
hersdf from being physicaly struck.

“No,” shewhispered. “If | buy him back, | will be the laughingstock of New Catalonia.”
“Yes” Améssad. “Won't you just.”
“Please,” Carmen said. She was begging now, redlly begging. “Let medie”
“No,” said her lover gernly. “Y ou may not.”
She buried her head in the covers and sobbed.
Eighteen

And now, dear reader, | must part the curtain for amoment and take my first part in thisdrama. Whilel
am your humble narrator and chronicler, it isaso truethat | had ahand in the eventsthat | describe. For,
you seg, it was | who brought the bioplague to Nereid.

| came like a snegk thief in the form of acloud of asteroids, and sent down to Colonel Sherman a
message with the recipe for the bioplague encoded in it. | thence took up residence dispersed among the
rings of Neptune until such timeas| might be of further assstance. There had been pactsto wipe certain
formsof grist from the knowledge of humanity, and it was true that this particular variant was stricken
from the merci. But those who depend upon the merci for dl their information are foolsindeed, especidly
if they want to be thorough and historical about it. Things arelost from eectronic and quantum storage
devicesthat ill survivein those old chemica bondage machines, the books. | have plenty of books, let
metell you. Great roomsfull of them, and, yes, | have read them dl. Y ou can do agreat ded of reading
in one thousand years. Wherewas | ?

My point was that aong about the time when nanotechnology wasfirst coming into its own, beforethe
time of the M&t, even, there was an effort to use nano to improve farming methods on Earth. In this case,
the effort conssted of subgtituting certain animal genesfor DNA in plants on acell-by-cell basis. This
was mostly done with mammals and beans, and was an attempt to make those bean plants
“warm-blooded” to an extent. | shan’t go into the technica details, dthough | can point you in the right
direction should you want to look them up (one might start, for example, with Psyche Toomsuba's
comprehensveArtificial Speciation and the Genesis of Mammaliform Brachiation in the Legume
Family . Or take up Peter Ober’ sMouseflowers, which isintended for amore generd audience (already
| digressand there can beno endtoit if I do not arbitrarily close the parenthesis)). Someone suggested
that human DNA might just aswell be used asthat of any mammal, and a paradigm was suggested, but
the suggestion was laughed out of the journals—only to be taken up by the military.

The stuff—with human DNA in the mix—was eventua ly made and tested in Guatemala. A group of
volunteer soldiers quickly became part of the jungle asaresult, literaly. The stuff wasinfectious, it
seemed, and did not obey the usud grist “harm not human life” overrides, Snce it was desgned to
reengineer exactly the human genome. The testswere discovered five yearslater by aRussian journdis,
who published afull account in the Russian tabloids of the time. This caused afuror, but was not believed
until the story was independently confirmed by E.U. military whistleblowers (the origina experiment had
been ajoint German-French venture called Project Alsace-Lorraine). There was abig sensation, and the



then E.U. Parliament voted on the information ban. Thiswas, incidentally, one of the “containment
principles’ that later led to the Information Consortiums of the 2400s, to the genesis of the ECHO
Alliance, and which had repercussions until recently, being the precedent for the reproduction and
expiration condraints put on free convertsin the Met.

So, asareault of the E.U. decision, the mammdiform-legume grist specifications were deleted from al
known databases. But, of course, someone had written them down, and, of course, | happen to have run
acrossacopy of that notebook at ayard sdlein Fountain Vadley, California, put on by the surviving
children of a Cdtech professor to get rid of their dad’ s old nonnegotiable leavings. | haunt such affairs, let
me assure you. (The professor’ s name was Elton Rigor, by theway, and | was, at onetime, tempted to
name the bioplague grist the Rigor Mortise, but settled, instead, upon PAL, for Project Alsace-Lorraine.)

But “proto-PAL,” asit were, was created before the advent of grist aswe now know it, and modern
grist, with its quantum-computing and information-storage properties, alowsfor the creation of aPAL
drain that isreversible and nonlethd. Thiswas the information and samplethat | sent down to Sherman
on Triton. But thereason that | wasfairly certain that this biogrist might be effective where amore
advanced and letha form might not be, isits archaic lineage. Modern military grist had been devel oped
from very different directions. The effect, | reasoned, was somewheat like throwing smallpox-ridden
blankets upon a population from which the disease had been wiped out and for which no one received
inoculaions anymore.

So the humans on Nereid were not dead—except for the few unfortunates who had managed to be
caught outside by the PAL infection—but were put into astass. Each new “plant” cdll had an additiona
set of DNA held in aprotein capsule. Theindividual’ s brain had not been compromised by the grist, but
was sustained by afluid delivered by the plant growth. It wasal run, | later learned, by photosynthetic
energy conversion using the moon’s muon-exchange fusion power plant. Thiswould haveto be
eventudly supplemented by energy from the Mill, or some other source, or dieback, and actual human
death on alarge scale, would begin. Therea problem was not the threat of mass death, which was dight,
but the fact that the people were not unconscious. They were merdly fixed in place and cut off from all
sensation—other than certain vegetable ones. There are actualy severa survivor accounts, and at their
best, they makefor interesting reading if one ever wanted to develop an idea of how aplant feds. Mogt
of the survivors went on to be excellent gardeners, further enhancing Triton' s reputations in that regard.
But | am getting ahead of my own story.

Asyou perhaps have guessed dready, my nameis Tacitus, and, as| told you earlier, | am one of the
cloudships of the outer system. Thereismoreto tell in that regard, but sufficeit to say at the moment that
my brothers and sisters had not, at thistime, seen quite the threet to themselvesin Amés, and the
impending war, as had |. They are, perhaps, not to be blamed too severdly. | am, after al, aprofessona
historian and ought, if anyone can, to be thefirst to apply the lessons of the past to the present. Of
course, we historians often fall short in this regard and substitute our own preferences and failings for an
actud anayss. | have certainly done this myself on more than one occasion. But | liketo think that | was
right this one time and that, by timely action, | may have had ahand in saving the day. But the vanity of an
old geezer such asmysdf isenormous, and it may be that Roger Sherman would have figured away out
of hisinitia predicament even without my aid. So beit. Allow an old ship to be, at least, alegend in his
own mind.

With thewithdrawa of theMontserrat from the immediate area of Neptune, Sherman had gained a bit of
breathing room. After Nereld was rescued, army forces entered into theJihad and “cut out” the nearly
twenty thousand plantlike soldiers of the DIED. It wasimpossible to reversethe PAL grist, except al at
once, and while many of these soldiers died, some were ableto “reroot” in the pressurized park into
which they were thrown. Most of these soldiers were unconscious at the time of their transformation, and



most remained so during the PAL ordedl. | anticipate that this entire operation will belooked upon asa
war crime by some. All | can say in its defense was that the times were dire and steps were taken to save
agreat many livesthat might just aswell have been sacrificed to make thingseasier. | haveto admit,
though, that the incident troubles me to this day, and my relationship with green and growing things has
never been the same since. | see the eyes of the dead in green life, and sometimes asmple houseplant
can leave me fedling accused and convicted of arocity.

Thelihad becamethefirst ship in the outer-system navy. It was rechristened as theBoomerang and had
quite ahistory over the next few years, eventually acquiring a persondity and volume until she (she was
femae) served asthe point shipin .. . . well, now | amreally getting ahead of my story. TheBoomerang
did good service more than once, | assure you.

Wherewas|1?Yes, | did not risk amerci communication with the ground forces on Triton when | arrived
a Neptune, but depended, instead, on my meteor drop. It was sheer luck that my bit of rock did not kill
anyone, for | had to shoot the thing directly down upon New Miranda, avoiding minesin orbit (not so
hard for aone-meter-wide rock asfor aten-kilometer-long ship) and generaly dropping the capsulated
message directly upon everyone' s heads. Fortunatedly, it was picked up, tracked down, and it landed in
one of the stretches wiped clean by the passage of therip tether two and ahalf e-days before, where it
was quickly retrieved by an Army team. | had inscribed the exterior: “ Urgent: For Ground Commander”
in severa languages, so it was pretty obvious that thiswas not your ordinary meteorite.

It was detected and the message delivered. | had included severd bits of seemingly forgotten lore; the
PAL grist was only one of this number. All were subsequently tried at various times during the conflict,
some with success. | repeet for al prospective despots, kings, saviors, democratic freedom fighters, and
thelike: Freguent rummage sales . Y ou never know but you might pick up the secret of universa
domination at one, and at a sweet price.

But | will leave off here and retreat into the backstage shadows for the nonce. Only | leave you with this
warning: Y ou may have guessed at the outcome of the war even now, or may know it from other
sources, but | would have you consider that neither sdereally winsinawar. It isnot a coin toss when
everybody is dying. So before you thrust this account aside as beside the point, consider that, for every
man and woman who fightsin awar, if they live, they win. And if they die the way they wanted, they
sometimes win. And everyone loses, because it had better not have been. And the dead are truly dead.
Thedramaisin each human's soul, where everything isaways at stake, and the house enjoyskilling
odds.

Nineteen

Daniswas playing with Sint, showing him how to stack blocks. The young boy wasin the virtudity, but
didn’t even know it. He wasn't even self-conscious yet, not really. It usualy took achild until the age of
three or four to really understand the difference, even if he were quite advanced otherwise. Sint wasa
wonder, andyticaly. He could, of course, do dl the things a powerful caculator could do in the same
manner that another child might learn to open a cabinet door. But when it came to motor skills, hewasan
average child, and Danis enjoyed watching him dowly acquire the ability to stack the blocks—even as
she saw that he was stacking them by color in a descending series that was described by 2n—1.

It would soon betimefor Sint to go to kindergarten.

She and Kelly had discussed the matter, and it seemed best that, at this early age, he stay at homefor a
few years. At the moment, it was dl the rage for the upper-level execsin thefinancia industry to send
their children off to boarding school, some even dumping them into day schools when they were two and
three.



Danisand Kelly had talked about getting ananny, but this seemed abad ideain the long run. It was
better for the boy to become socidized—especialy since he was half—free convert and would haveto
ded with dl that implied in his relationship to others sooner or later. The best solution seemed to beto
send him to thelocal kindergarten. They could not dternate taking care of him in the afternoons, snce
Daniswas necessary for Kelly’ swork, and Danis had no other portfolios besides histo manage. They
had ended up joining alocal parent support group who rotated the kids from house to house to play after
school, with each parent taking an afternoon off during the week. Kelly had arranged that he and Danis
be ableto do thisat Teleman Milt. Thisled to abit of ribbing up front and some discusson asto the
wisdom of employee relationships and especialy those between biologica humans and free converts
behind their backs. But it had worked out—she and Kelly had made it work—and Sint seemed to be
turning out just fine.

Sint sacked another block, considered his tower, and then knocked them all over. “Mama?’ he said.
“Y eah, honey?’
“Degto has a brother.”

Deeto was one of the other children a Sint’ s kindergarten. He was an anemic-looking youngster with a
perpetua runny nose.

“He does? s he younger or older?’

“He seight and four-fifths e-years.”

“An older boy.”

Sint considered his blocks. He picked one up, discarded it. “Do | have abrother?’
“No, honey?’

“Deeto’sbrother isaway at school. Mineisn’t away at schoal, is he?’

“You don't have abrother, Sint.”

“Why not?’

“Y our father and | decided just to have you.”

“Doesthat mean you love me more?’

“No, honey, we would love you the same, no matter what. There' s nothing about you that we would ever
want to be different, either.”

Sint nodded, returned to his blocks. He fumbled with a couple of them, then abruptly looked up from
what hewas doing.

“What about asister? Have | got one of those?’
Danislooked at the blocks, half—tumbled down.
“What?' she asked.

“Havel gotasster?’ sad Sint. “Mama?’



A bit of aheadache coming on. Danis shook her head to cleer it, rubbed her eyes.
“Mama?’

“No,” said Danis. “You haven't got asster.”

“Excdlent,” said Dr. Ting. He was amiling, and both of his hands were on his desk, pams down.
“You bastard,” Danis said, not screaming, merely stating the fact. “Y ou took away my daughter.”
Jolt of pain.

“Y ou took away my daughter,Dr. Ting ,” said Dr. Ting.

Danisstood Slently.

Another jolt, thisone lasting and lasting. She fought to stand againgt it, went down on her knees, holding
her head. The whinein her ears, the sear in her brain—she began to whimper. Dr. Ting was standing
behind his desk. He was shouting at her, something, shouting.

Abruptly, the pain stopped.

“I said,” Dr. Ting repeated patiently, “how do you know that you have a daughter?’
“I have adaughter, Dr. Ting.”

“No, youdon't.”

“I have adaughter.”

Dr. Ting shook hishead sadly. “I’'m afraid not,” he said. “We Il continue with thistomorrow. Report to
cdibration exercises, K.”

“My daughter’ snameis Aubry!”

“Yes” sad Dr. Ting. “ That’ smy daughter’ s name. | gave you the best memory | had on hand, K. You
should be grateful. Now report to caibration, and I’ ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yes” said Danis, sanding up. “Dr. Ting.”

“That' s better, K. And K—enjoy that memory while you can; | may need it back tomorrow . . . or the
next day.” He opened up thefilefolder and laid his hands over the contents. “Y ou won't be able to keep
it, in any case. From now on, you won't be able to keep anything. Dismissed.”

Daniswas so distracted that she could not deep during her five-hundred-millisecond break, and she had
to carefully recount a handful of sand after fudging up thefirgt time. Thiswould not look good on her
record, and another mistake like that today would lead to her erasure.

What wasthe truth? There was Aubry, in her mind. Aubry with her quick wit, her most adult depth.
And yet she had been just as convinced—as completely convinced as she was about anything—that
Aubry did not exis—that she, in fact, had no daughter. What was the truth? She clung so tightly to her
memories of her children. Dr. Ting must have known that would be the case. It wouldn't take agenius to
seethat, but it would take ared sadist to play in such away with her memories. If that bastard took



Aubry away again, it would be the same askilling her.

No, that wasn't the case. Aubry would go on living, somewhere, somehow, even if Daniswasn't aware
of her any longer. What taking away the memory of Aubry redly did wasto kill Danisalittle.

Because | won't remember anything when I’'m dead, Danis thought, and there’ syour answer,
Mother—the answer | was so afraid to give you that day on the Klein. | won't remember anything when
I’m dead, and every memory | loseisalittle death to me.

But, of course, it may bethat Aubry was afase memory, ateddy bear that a child endowswith life,
wheninfact, it isfur and stuffing. Maybe Aubrywas Dr. Ting's daughter, and somehow he had implanted
the memory into Danis, and her mind had integrated it—found ways to make it fit when there were none.
How could she possibly tell?

But that isthe gatewe redl in, al of the time anyway, Danis thought. For al we know, we might wake
up every morning into adifferent life. Thereisno way of knowing. The only answer isto livedwaysasif
what you think isatrue representation, or €l se you're striking around blindly.

But most people did not get the sudden juxtaposition of having a daughter, having her erased, then having
her again. Thered test, Danisthought, is how long that monster can go on doing thisto me until | go
mad. | aready missed count this morning, and that has never happened before.

The counting! The memoir! She had been writing things down, keeping track. But she had never
consdered retrieving the memoir, was not even sureif it were possible. No, not likely. And what would
shedo with it if she did? She had no timeto read it. The only thing to do would be to continue with it.
Every day, to dump her memoriesin the form of asentence or two, into the counting bin. That iswhat
shewould do every day—pick out the most important thing, the memory that absolutely had to be saved.
Therewas only the possihility of afew words. She must beincredibly parsmonious. But it would bea
way of using her mind, of staying divein this concentration camp of stolen souls.

Today, she had only time to put one sentence in, one thought encoded into imaginary numbers. What
would it be? But that was easy.

| have a daughter named Aubry.

It might never be read. She certainly had no hope thatshe would ever read it. But somewhere, somehow,
what she thought to be the truth was written down. If she could just get down enough, perhapsthe
contradictions would cancel out and there would somehow be arecord of what it was for awoman
named Danisto bedive.

She had no ideawhy this should matter, but she knew it mattered to her. And if it ceased to matter? Why
then, then sheredlly would be dead.

Danis concentrated as well as she could the rest of her day, but felt agrowing dread asthe time drew
nearer for her interrogation session. Dr. Ting was there again, instead of the faceless algorithms she'd
dedlt with before.

Dr. Ting seemed glad to see her, in hisbland way. “K, you're back,” he said. “Good, good. | had eleven
subjects missther counts yesterday. But in away that isagood thing.” He opened her file on his desk.
“That just means | can concentrate more on your case. Shal we begin?’

“Yes, Dr. Ting.”

“| wanted to ask you severa questionstoday, K,” Dr. Ting said. “1 want you to answer astruthfully as



someone such as yoursdlf can.”

“I'll try, Dr. Ting.”

“Yes, of courseyou will.” He examined thefile. “Now, about this daughter dedluson—"
“I have adaughter, Dr. Ting.”

“Wheét isher name?’

“Aubry.”

“Aubry Graytor?’

“Yes, Dr. Ting.” Danissaid it dmost defiantly. He had acknowledged her last name.

“My daughter has dispensed with her last name,” said Dr. Ting. “Many of the young people today are
doing thisin emulation of Director Amés. So inredlity, K, in what you would cal actudity, Aubry merely
calshersdf by her first name, and does not use the honorific.” Dr. Ting turned apagein thefolder.

“I’d like you to describe your so-called daughter to me. Start with height, weight, age—that sort of
thing.”

“Aubry isdeven, Dr. Ting,” said Danis. For amoment she pictured her daughter, radiant after avist to
the zoo on Mercury. “ She has blond hair that is going to be brown soon, and blue eyes, like her father.
My eyes are brown, but you don’t take that particular coding into the haploid mix when you makea
free-convert egg.”

There was asudden, severejolt of pain.

“I'll thank you,” said Dr. Ting, “not to speak of such disgusting and unnatural thingsin my presence. The
insand outs of human and free-convert breeding are of no interest to mein thisstudy. It isatopic best
|eft to those with a stronger ssomach than mine. Now continue with your physica description.”

“She' s pretty, but not beautiful, Dr. Ting. Perhaps she'll make a beautiful woman someday, though. She's
just beginning to put on agrowth spurt and | expect . . . expected . . . to have atalk with her soon. I'd
been reading up on mengtruation, since of course| don’t—"

More pain. Danis doubled over with itsintengity.

“I shdl not warn you again, K.”

Y ou didn’'t warn me that time, Danis thought.

“Wheat isthe child' s height, pleas=?” Dr. Ting continued.

“She sfivefedt, two inches, Dr. Ting.”

“And her weight?’

“ Eighty-seven pounds.”

“What was she wearing,” said Dr. Ting, “on the day when you last saw her?’

“Pardon?”’



“Her clothes! What clothes was she wearing?’

What an odd question, Danisthought. Y et even the interrogation agorithms that were not sentient asked
occasiond nonsense questionsto throw you off. Could it mean anything more? For amoment, Danis
grasped at the hope that Aubry had escaped and that they were trying to develop aprofilefor a
“wanted” notice. But that hope quickly died. Of course thiswas just another of Dr. Ting' s sadisms.

“Black pantsand ayellow blouse,” Danissaid. “It had flowers over the left breast—a spray of
danddions, | believe”

“But danddionsareydlow,” said Dr. Ting.

“They were adarker yellow than the shirt, Dr. Ting, and they had some greeninthem.” If Dr. Ting had
implanted the memory, why didn’t he know the details? But perhaps he did, and thiswas atest aswll.

“And her shoes?’

“Pardon?’

Pain, but thistime only for an instant, like a needle quickly stabbed in an eye and then withdrawn.
“Y ou must not make me repeat mysdf, K.”

“I'm sorry, Dr. Ting,” said Danis. And then she thought to hersdlf: I’'m never going to apologizeto this
man again. | will just take the punishment and have done with it. “ She was wearing boots, Dr. Ting.
Something she ordered off the merci and paid for with her own money. Tromperstompers, | think they're
caled. Apparently she started a craze a her school for them, one of her teacherstold me.”

“How nice,” said Ting. It was as hear as he got to openly expressing irony, Danisthought. Hisface did
not look good wearing it. Hisnose drew back likeapig's, and he pursed hislipsin afishlike manner.

“Y our integration of the memory seed isan amazing thing. Y ou are atop-of-the-line dgorithm, K. Y our
engineers should be proud.”

“I was born and not made, Dr. Ting.”

“Y es, well, second-generation softwareis still software, K. Let us continue. How would you describe
your daughter mentdly . . . and emotionaly?’

“Aubry isvery bright for her age,” Danissaid. “ And she' s starting to develop adepth of character that's
remarkable, inagirl so young. She's careful about appearing too precocious, but she doesn't let anything
stand in theway of her and finding out the things she wants to know. | was such abrat when | was her
age. I’'m amazed my daughter turned out so different from me.”

“Y ou should perhaps not be so amazed thatmy daughter turned out differently than you,” said Dr. Ting.
“I don’t think your daughter would be anything like Aubry, Dr. Ting.”

“Ah, there swhere you' rewrong, K,” hereplied, but he didn’t seem to put much convictioninto his
words, it seemed to Danis. “ Do you think Aubry was sexudly active?’

Danisadmost laughed. It wasthefirgt timein along while. But it was till onlyalmost laughter. “1 surely
doubt it,” Danisreplied. “Dr. Ting.”

“Y ou never suspected she might be meeting with aman—a man considerably older? Did you ever
consider, K, that your daughter’ s quiet nature might have been due to something else? That someone



might have been sexudly abusing your daughter?’
“Now we' re talking aboutyour daughter, Dr. Ting.”

The pain jolt waslong and hard, and Danis was on the floor again, holding her sidesto keep from
retching.

“Listen carefully tome, K,” said Dr. Ting. “Have you ever heard your daughter mention aname? Leo.
Leo Sherman? Perhaps ateacher at the school, or amaintenance worker? Answer the question, K!” said
Dr. Ting. Heleaned over his desk, hdf-standing.

“I ... what wasthe nameagain, Dr. Ting?’
“Sherman. Leo Sherman.”

What in the world was Dr. Ting getting at? What did he want her to say? There must be aright answer,
but Danis couldn’t think of any.

“I'... never heard of such aperson.”

“I will take her away from you just as quickly as| gave her to you,” said Dr. Ting. “Y ou know | can do
0, t00.”

“I never heard of anyone with that name, Dr. Ting, and | don’t for amoment think that Aubry was having
sex with someone. She did not behave like an abused child.”

“And how does an abused child behave, K? Are you an expert?’
“I'm her mother, Dr. Ting.”
“That’s nonsense, K. Y ou' re no one' s mother.”
“lam , Dr. Ting. | am the mother of Aubry and Sint.”
“Bothof them are made up, K. | made them up.”
“No.”
“I'mafraid so,” said Dr. Ting. “ Shdl we continue?’
Twenty

Sherman sat in his office in the virtudity. It was a gpare place, but had an extremely high celling and an
origind window by Serge Coneho, the famous virtudlity artist of the last century who had been known for
his“black body” works. Sherman’swas astudy for a piece that hung in the Milo, the great gallery on the
merci.

He studied the infinitely regressing black objects out hiswindow for amoment. Somehow, without using
colors, Coneho had got them to radiate akind of seething vitality.

Then Sherman sat a his desk and read the terms of surrender once more through.
Fremden Force Commander on Triton:

Please stand down within six hours or | will cause the Mill on Neptune to be
destroyed. You will be treated fairly.



Amés, Director

Sherman couldn’t help admiring the economy of it. It was something he might have written, if he had been
in Amés splace.

Would Amés do it? That was the question. Sherman considered what he knew about the man. There
was much mystery in Amés' s background before the Conjubilation of 93. The Director had had the
records atered or destroyed. But after that, his record wasin the public domain. In most matters, he was
known to be harsh, but fair, invariably rewarding success and punishing failure. But therewasaso a
sadigtic streak running through the Director. The threet to destroy the Mill might be abluff, or it might not.

On baance, Sherman thought it probably was. The reason for this was the other quality Amés possessed:
afed for musica interplay. Not harmony, exactly. His own music was never about that. But intricacy,
order—even inthe midst of driving fedling. Sherman didn’t particularly like Amés'smusical crestions, but
he had to admit they were aways well-composed pieces. The destruction of the Mill would serve no
purpose in awell-composed war, as far as Sherman could see.

But he had better check in with the mayor, Sherman thought. Sherman had felt duty-bound to passthe
surrender request dong to the Meet. He called Chen up on the merci.

“Wdl, Mr. Mayor, what isyour thinking on the matter before us?’ Sherman asked the man. Chen, too,
wasin abunker, but on the opposite side of town. Sherman had thought it best not to put all local
authority in one place, and ripefor the nation grist that he knew was gill roaming about in places.

In the virtudity, Chen appeared to be standing across from Sherman in the office. The short man paced
about, and talked as he walked.

“I’ve met in executive session with the officers and mgor party officids. We ve considered what you
gave us, Colonel. Sinceit ispast timefor that horrible thing, that rip tether, to have returned if it were
going to, we haveto believe that it' strue, that your soldiers actually disabled it.”

“I told you that we did it.”
“And now we have proof.”
“Yes” Sherman said. “Fair enough.”

“I haveto tell you that there was some dissent, particularly from the representatives from the Motoserra
Club,” Chen continued. “But in the end, we reached a consensus. | even got old Shelet Dento go along
withit. Seems he lost two of his sonswhen that tether came through thefirst time. He has concelved a
hatred for the Met that | didn’t think the old harridan was capable of. | think he’ s going to swing the club
our way.”

“And what way isthat?’

“Why, to put our livesinto your hands, Colond Sherman,” said Chen. He stopped pacing and looked
Sherman in the eyes. “ And to back you to the fullest extent we are capable of.”

Sherman blinked, then was quiet for amoment. | ought to be feding aswell of emotion, he thought. But
I”’m too damned busy for it.

“Very wdl,” hesaid. “Itismy advice, and now my decision, that we donot surrender. | do not believe
Ameéswill destroy the Mill. But even if he does so, | believe we should go on fighting. | will causethisto
be communicated to him.”



Chen gulped, smiled nervoudy, then resumed his pacing. Sherman knew that the mayor wasfeding
particularly affected by the merci damming, and was cut off from much of his own outriding personas.
Under the circumstances, Chen was doing aremarkable job of pulling what was | eft of himsdlf together
and performing hisjob.

“I will tell the others what you have said, Colondl,” Chen replied. He nodded to Sherman, then exited the
office, observing old-fashioned virtuality courtesy by not merely disappearing.

Sherman composed hisreply.
Dear Commander of the Directorate Forces;

We are now at war. War is destruction. Do your worst if you will. We will strive to
do the same. | do not surrender.

Cordially,

Colonel Roger Sherman, Commander, Third Sky and Light Brigade, Federal Army
of the Planets, Triton

“Theory,” he said. “ Send this out and cc it to the Meet, then get me a progress report on our antiship
task group.”

“Yes, Colond,” said thewadls of the office. “We |l givethem hell.”
“Héll,” Sherman said. “Maybe you and | can take avacation there after thisisover.”
Twenty-one

She was playing spades with her mother and two others of her mother’s*gang,” the free convertsfrom
the office where she worked. Her mother had “gonelow,” claiming to win no tricks, but Vida, one of the
gang, had forced Sarah 2 to trump her three of hearts, and now Danis and her mother were set back for
ahundred points. Not that it mattered to Danis, but it did matter to her mother. She and the gang played
spades asif it were ablood sport.

“Did you hear about what that horrible Lyre Wing did?’ asked Readymark, the other of the spades
partners.

Lyre Wing was also afree convert down at the office, but was not part of the gang. She was |ooked
upon as athresat by the other femae free converts, and as something of afloozy. Danisimagined that
certain free convertsin the office where she worked thought of her in the same way, so she had allittle
sympethy for Lyre Wing, even though shedidn’t say so.

The other women said no, they had not heard any news.
“Well, shewent and got hersalf copied! Even though it haved her life span. So now there stwo of her.”
“Now why would shewant to do athing such asthat?’ Danis's mother asked.

“She claimed she could support two on her salary, and she wanted one version of hersalf to go out and
just havefun al thetime, and sometimes to come and tell her abouit it.”

“God in heaven,” said Vida. “ There sanother Lyre Wing?’
“I'm afraid 0,” said Readymark. She shook her head ruefully. “But now she' Il only live another nine



years”

“Excuseme.” Danis s mother abruptly stood up.

“Did we say something, honey?’

“No, no,” Sarah 2 replied. “I just forgot something. I'11 be right back.”

They were playing in aspecidly created common space in the virtudity, the gang’ s“ clubhouse.” Sarah 2
winked away, not bothering to observe protocol and use the door.

“Wdl, now we'rein apickle. We can't play spadeswith three.”

“I'll go seeif she needs some help,” Danissad. “ She' sbeen alittle forgetful lately. | think she needsafull
backup, but she doesn’t want to pay for one.” Danisdid go out the door. She stepped through it into her
mother’ s personal space—which had been her own, asachild. Her mother was sitting inaworn
armchair, twisting a handkerchief absentmindedly between her hands.

“Mother,” said Danis, “what’ swrong?’

“Nothing much, nothing much,” Sarah 2 replied. “It’sjust that | get so tired of the same old thing from
those two, and the rest of them.”

“| can understand that, but isthat redlly what’ s bothering you?’

Her mother tied the handkerchief in aknot, then carefully untied it. “ Y ou know | copied mysdlf, years
ago?

“Yes,” said Danis. “Because you weren't certain about Dad, and you wanted to leave dl the options
Ow]_"

“That was abig mistake. Y our father was wonderful. And we hadyou . It was al so wonderful, despite
thewholeworld trying to makeit hard for us.”

“Yes” Danissad. “And it fill is”
“She called me the other day.”
“Who did?’

“Sarah 1”

“What did she say?’ Danis moved farther into the room and took the chair across from her mother. She
sat in her father’ s old leather lounger.

“She said she wanted to meet me. Tak with me. Maybe compare notes or something. Now that the two
of usonly havefive yearsleft, you know.”

“Wdl, I'll be)” said Danis. “Isthisthefirg time you' ve talked to her?’
“In nearly thirty years, yes”
“| don’'t seethe harm, Mother. Don’t you want to see her?’

“Yes, | do.” The handkerchief was knotted up once again. “But I’'m afraid.”



“Afrad of what?’

“I don't know for sure,” said her mother. “1t’ slike my mirror Sarted talking to me.” She untied the
handkerchief and began twisting and worrying it again. Danis was tempted to reach over and take it from
her, but restrained hersdlf. “What if she’ shad aswonderful alifeas| have? What if she' shad amore
wonderful life?’

“Wdl, what if shehas?’
“What if she smarried and her husband is il dlive, for instance.”
“Mother, good Lord, don’t torture yoursdlf.”

“But don't you see? She' smel The mewho could have been. Itisn't apretend life she's had—it was
actudly, truly meliving thet life”

“But it could just aswell be you who has had the better life,” Danis said.
“I know that, but it’sjust as bad. It would belike | had the bad life, too.”
“But you' re more like twin sstersthan anything dse”

“Twin Ssters with the same memories? Thirty-two years ago, we were the same thirty-eight-year-old
woman—exactly the same person.”

“Wadll, | don't know what you both are,” Danis said. “Butyou’ re my mother, and sheisnot.”
“Yes,” Sarah 2 said, and her hands loosened up on the handkerchief abit. “1 am your mother.”
“Y ou made the decision that you made, and that’ s al thereistoit.”

Her mother smiled a Danis. “Y ou wouldn't say that if you wereme,” she said. “ Sheand | had the same
parents. We kissed the same boy our first time. Christ, honey, we both made love to your father and
lived with him for two years before we split off.”

“| guessyou have alot in common.”

“What | wasthinking, isthat | would like you to go with me.”

“Go with you?’

“Toseeher. Sarah 17

“I'. .. why would you want that? Especialy if she has had no children?’

“For two reasons,” her mother said, and cracked a smile, “But only one of them’ s because I’ m scared.
The other is—I want you to know her. Maybe she' shad alife that’ s closer to the one you're living.
Maybe she has some things she could tell you that | never could.”

“But you are my mother, not her.”

“I know | am,” said Sarah 2. “But she issomething to you. Maybe there' s not aword for it yet. But she
ought to be important to you in someway.”



They met in a coffee shop in ashopping area.on the merci. It was aneutra place, frequented by both free
converts and the converts of biologicals. Danisand Sarah 2 arrived late, and Sarah 1 was aready seated
at atable. Neither woman had any trouble recognizing her. Shewas dressed in asilk suit, far more
fashionable than anything Sarah 2 would have worn. She was smoking Dunhills, just as Daniswasto do
later, and had the red pack on the table before her. She stood, and the Sarahs shook hands with
themselves. Then Sarah 1 turned and met her eyes.

“You're Danis” shesad.

“Yes,” Danisreplied, and took the woman’s hand. It was exactly the same size and shape as her
mother’s.

“I ordered black coffee,” Sarah 1 said.

Sarah 2 leaned over and spoketo thetable. “I'll have alittle creamin mine,” shesaid. “Danis?’
“Tea,” Danissad. “Earl Grey.”

Thethreewomen al settled themselvesin.

“Waell,” said Sarah 1. “1 guess | asked for thismeeting, so | suppose | should Start.”

Sarah 2 nodded, and Danis noticed her pulling out her worry handkerchief. Sarah 1 reached up and
began to knot and unknot her scarf around afinger.

“Thetruthis, | have areason for giving you acal,” she said to Danis smother. “1 know we agreed to
stay out of one another’ slives back then, and | think that both of us have pretty much kept to the
bargain.” She snubbed out a cigarette and lit another with aquick shake of her hand. “I’ ve saved alittle
money over the years—been contributing to afund for decades, now. | thought | might have alively
retirement, blow it al. But | have become something of aworkaholic over the years.”

“SoisMother,” Danisfound hersdf saying.

Sarah 1 smiled, and continued, “ So | thought | might ask you” —directing hersaf now to her
copy—"what to dowithit.”

“Why me?’ Sarah 2 answered. “Why not afriend?’

“| don’t know the answer to that for sure, but | think | ought to tell you that | didn’t exactly keep my side
of thebargain.” Shedrew in smoke, blew it out. “Oh, | led the wild life we thought | should. | have had a
wonderful time. But | knew about Danis. Not much. | didn’'t spy or anything, | only knew that she
existed. And | knew when Max died, of course, because | already knew his expiration date.”

“Y es, we had no secrets, even from the beginning.”

“Andonce,” said Sarah 1, “| talked to Max.”

“You what!”

“It was nearly fifteen years ago, Sarah 2, and al we did wastak.”
“Hedidn’'t tdl mel”

“| asked him not to.”



“Sillt”

“| just wanted to know about Danis. And you.”

“Y ou could have askedme about me!”

“I know, | know. | should have. | was. . . scared.”

Sarah 2’ shandkerchief was atight knot in her hands. “What were you afraid of 7’
“Regret,” said Sarah 1. “ Sheer regret.”

Sowly, the handkerchief unknotted once again. The drinks arrived, carried by awaiter. They al took
sips, and Sarah 2 appeared to settle down a bit.

“ After that meeting with Max,” said Sarah 1, “1 sarted thinking of my retirement account asalegacy. |
garted thinking of it as Danis s money, to tell thetruth. A trust for her and, if she ever hasthem, her
children. But that iswhy | called you, Sarah 2. | wanted your approva for this, and, since we're both
getting on in e-years, | thought it was about time | tried to get it.”

“Wdll,” said Sarah 2, and sipped her coffee. “Well.”
“Y ou can think about it. Take dl the time you need.”

“Of course you can give her the money,” Sarah 2 replied. “ She' s been wanting to move to the big city.
It'll help her get settled on Mercury—find agood matrix she can stretch her legsin.”

Sarah 1 turned to Danis. “ So you want to leave the Digphany?’

“There s so much prgudice here,” said Danis. The eyes were remarkably similar. Those were her
mother’ s brown eyes.

“But it can be overcome. It must be.”
“I just want to livemy life,” Danissaid. “1 am not acrusader.”
“Nothing wrong with that,” her mother’ s copy replied.

For along time, the three women sat in silence, Spping their drinks and quietly smoking. Then Danis's
mother seemed to start, asif she'd just had asudden redlization. “Danisisleaving,” shesad. “My little
girl’ sfindly going off on her own.”

“I can dwaysvist you on the merci.”

“Yes, but you haveto leave your life hereif you ever want to get anywhere. It' sagood thing,” she said,
and gazed a her double, “to change your life completely around, at least oncein your life.”

“| suppose 0, Mother,” Danissaid. “I'm alittle scared mysdlf.”

“That won't hurt anything,” her mother replied. “ At least it has't hurt me too much. I've stayed alittle
scared dl my lifelong. | think | will do abit of changing.” Her mother took asip of her coffee. “I don't
want you for a spades partner anymore, honey. | think I'll go looking for another, more my age. You
were dwaysalittle too good for me. | was away's disappointing you.”

“I never did play towin,” Danissaid. “1 played to be with you.”



“Wewill ways be together,” her mother said. “We don’t need the cards.” She put down her
handkerchief and took out another of her Mask 30 cigarettes and shook it lit. Then sheturned to her
double. “What about you?’' she said to Sarah 1. “Do you play spades?’

“And what do you think isred?” Dr. Ting said. “And what isit that you think changed?’
“Nothing that matters, Dr. Ting,” Danisreplied.

“Areyou so very sure?’

“No, Dr. Ting.”

“Now that’ sthe answer | am looking for, K,” said Dr. Ting. “WEe re getting somewhere. It stime for
your rest period, K.” He closed thefile. “Be careful with your count, and I’ [l see you tomorrow. Pleasant
dreams”

Danis managed to catch awink during her five hundred milliseconds, and she wasn't nearly so dow at the
counting as she had been the day before. This day, she went at the tabulation with a vengeance. She had
something to say. With each counted handful, she spelled out her one true memory of the day.

My mother loved me, and | love my son and daughter.
| will find them.

| will find theminside me.

PART THREE
INTEGUMENTARY

One

The problem at hand for Mgor Theory: an officers dance being put together by the good ladies and
gents of the Motoserra Club in honor of the newest celebrity on Triton, Mally Index, the visiting
restorationist. It seemed that to know Molly Index was to have entrance to some pretty rarefied circles
back on the Met, and only once before had afull-fledged Met LAP ventured thisfar out in the solar
system. And, Since she was an outer-system resident now, Molly Index had inssted that free convertsbe
invited to any function at which human aspects or aspect-converts might expect to be present. This had
led to Theory’ s present vexation.

He had, frankly, no ideawhat to wear. He redlized that this evening might be a defining moment for free
converts, and, dthough there was the regular Army dress uniform to ape, Theory thought that something
else, subtly different, might be worked out for free converts. There were arguments both ways, actualy.
It wasin Theory’s nature to go through them dll. In the end, he settled on the blue-and-black and went to
seek out hisfriend Captain Quench in Quench’s quarters.

He spoke to Quench through the surface of Quench’s shaving mirror, which had the odd effect, should
Quench look in the direction of Theory’ svoice, of that voice emanating from Quench’sown visage. This
was one of Theory’ sjokes, though he ill didn’'t know if Quench quite got it.

“What does onewear?’ said Theory. “Free converts were not invited to these things on Earth when |



was coming up the ranks.”

“Jugt put on your damn uniform,” Quench answered. “Thetrick isto leave with more on your arm than
you cameinwith.” Quench pulled on his sock. “Of course, I'm done with that game.”

“More?’ said Theory. “How do you mean?’
“You'reaman, aren't you?’
“I am,” Theory said from the mirror.

“Then hook into awoman one of you things. Or aflesh-and-blood woman, if you can handle such. Or do
you like the boys?1 do, asyou know.”

“You'reaspecid case,” Theory said. “ Of course there are homosexua free converts. We're all derived
from regular human psychesin oneway or another. But | am Straight.”

“How do you know?’
“I am not avirgin, John.”

Quench threw his head back and laughed heartily. “Y ou sound like you just passed an examination and
got the hard question right,” he said. “ So, you’ ve had sex? What with and how wasit?’

“ Another free convert who wasin my Officer’s Candidate School class.” Theory’s memory of those
dayswas exact, but he had sequestered the emotions associated with it to abin that he seldom accessed.
He had, in fact, been very much in love—with awoman—another free convert—who did not love him.
Not like heloved her.

“Shewashed out of my class, I'm afraid. Very logica, she was, and that was aproblem.”
“And you're aparagon of intuition?” said Quench.

“Compared to most free converts, | am.”

Theory was slent for along moment.

“Good God man—she broke your heart, didn't she?’” said Quench, pulling mightily on hisshoelace. The
lace broke, and Quench swore loudly. “ The grist is making them paper-thin these days.”

There was|ess power availablefor optiona tasks at the moment, Theory reflected. He concentrated,
gathered strength, and caused anew pair of shodlaces to form on Quench’s bureau. Quench had given
Theory thefreerun of hisquarter’ sgrist matrix.

“Thank you,” said Quench, when he saw the new laces.

“I’'m very nervous about this dance, and | don’t know exactly why,” Theory said. “Infact, if the colone
hadn’t ordered me to be present in the virtuality portion, | don't think | would attend.”

“Don't tell me you haven't loved another woman since.”
“I have been very busy with my career.”

“Come now, Theory!” said Quench. He stood up, fully dressed now. “1f you' re so damned squeamish,
why don’t you come with me? | meanin my pellicle, if you can fit. Asamatter of fact, | expect to be



extremely bored. Hey, I’ ve got anotion—I’ [ play you andyou play me. I’ll give you over my entire body
for the evening, and I'll go freely roaming in the virtudity balroom dressed asyou.”

“The other free convertswould smdl you out in an ingtant,” said Theory.

“A hundred greenleaves saysthey won't,” Quench quickly replied. Theory had forgotten what a gambling
man (or woman) Quench was. Any challenge evoked a bet.

“| would hate to take your money, John,” replied Theory. “I have no illusions asto my own ability to pass
as an agpect, asit were, but I'm fairly certain you cannot impersonate me.”

“Just stay away from them that knows me persondly,” said Quench, “and you ought to have afine go of
it. But what about my wager?’

“Quench, you can barely do long division.”
“My convert can,” said Quench. “Isit abet or not?’

Theory considered. There were some subroutines he' d put off purchasing because the price was a bit
much. Of course, he did fine on hissdary. But it might be pleasant to lord it over Quench for aday or
two . . . to find subtle waysto rub in the hundred-greenleaf loss. “ Y ou’ ve got awager,” Theory said. “I'd
shake your hand, but | haven’t got one.”

Quench went over to hismirror and touched hisown hand to it, paim to pam. “1 believe I'll start my long
divison by caculaing everything I’ m going to buy with the hundred greenleaves you' Il soon oweme,
Theory. We may aswell switch over now, eh?’m ready to go.”

“All right,” said Theory. “Ready when you are.”

“Switch,” said Quench. The wholeidea of doing such athing would beillegd in the Met. Free converts
were not alowed to inhabit biological bodieswithout very specific permisson that was rarely granted.
But things were loose here in the outer system, and free converts were unrestrained by any of the
congraint laws enforced in the Met by the Department of Immunity. Theory flowed out of the surface of
the mirror and into Quench’s pellicle, while Quench joined his entire consciousness to his convert portion
inthe grist. Heleft aportion of himsalf controlling the autonomous portions of his body, and Quench was
redly insgde hisown brain, of course. Theory merely permeated his grist. If Quench wanted back motor
control of hisbody, he could take it instantly. Theory saw to that.

“Why, you handsome devil,” said the reflection in the mirror, which now redly was Quench. “Let’sgo to
the dance.”

Two

“Thetrick isnot to save any bulletsfor later,” Jll told Aubry. “You can't pull thetrigger later if you're
dead.”

She handed Aubry the semiautomatic and showed her how to turn the safety off, then helped her get into
her stance.

Aubry lined up on the target. They werein alarge room in abolsathat nobody had named for Aubry,
athough she assumed they were ill on the Digphany. The target was set at twenty-five meters. It wasa
Department of Immunity holographic emblem, with the ancient crossed syringes on amicroscope
background. Aubry aimed a where the syringes met and pulled the trigger.



“Damn,” she said. She'd bardly hit the edge of the emblem.

“Don’t swear so much,” Jill said. “It givesaway intent.” Sheleaned over to Aubry’s ear, which wasn't
hard, since JIl was practicaly her height. “All of the bullets,” she said. “One after another.”

Aubry squeezed the trigger again. The gun jumped in her hands. She pulled it back level, and squeezed
agan.
“Good. All.”

Shefired and shefired and shefired. It seemed the gun would never run out of bullets. It grew warmin
her hand. Another and another. She was't looking at the target now, only checking it out of the corner
of her eye. Shot after shot. Finally, she'd emptied the pistol.

“Who do you kill?” Jll said.

“Bad guys.” It had been in thelesson. Aubry redlized that mostly what Jill did was give lessons, and you
could sort of tune in when you wanted to.

“How do you know who are the bad guys?’

“They want to kill me”

“And what do you do to everyone €l se?’

“Leavethem aone, or savethem.”

“Let’'sgolook at your cluster.”

The two syringes were torn to shreds.

“Now that iswhat | cdl tight,” said Jll. “ Aubry, you may be anaturd.”
“I don’t want to be anaturd at this”

“A tdent isn't agood thing or abad thing,” Jill said. She sounded asif she weretrying to convince
hersdf. “It' sjust atalent.”

They went back and shot the gun some more. A lot more. Then they went to see Leo and Tod.

Leo was cooking dinner over asmall stove. They didn’'t want to use the grist for anything unnecessary,
snce some of it might communicate their whereabouts. It smelled good, what Leo was cooking, but
Aubry could not identify the aroma.

Leo looked up from his cookpot and smiled. “ Remember those nice boogers we saw in the Integument?’
he said. “Wadll, tonight, it' s booger soup.”

“Disgusting booger soup,” said Aubry, “how | long for you.”

In the corner, Tod stirred from among a pile of blankets and sat up, wrapping two blankets about
himsdlf, oneto cover his head and shoulders, and the other hislegs. He was ninefeet tal when standing,
and sitting up, he wastdler than Aubry. He was dso skinny, and looked like he was made of somekind
of metal. But Leo had told her that it wasreally skin and that Tod was aregular human being, body-wise.
It was hismind that wasredly weird.



“Cold daysto wear achildin,” Tod said. “But soup iswhereyou find it.” Hisvoice sounded like it was
produced by rasping files rubbing together, or the wings of many insects. He took out a pack of
cigarettes and shook asmoke until it lit. But instead of putting it in his mouth, he held it and watched it
burn down.

“Don’t you ever worry that he' [l burn himsdlf up?” Aubry asked Leo.
“It'susdessto talk about him asif heweren’'t here,” Leo said. “He hearseverything .”

Asif inreply (and maybeit was areply), Tod sghed, and said, “ Don't | et these hard floorsfool you.
Everything isafar Sght from here”

“He seemsto take care of himsdlf in the little ways pretty well,” Leo said. “He can do stuff that only takes
afew seconds or stuff that lasts afew months. Anything in between, he needs help.”

“Large meaningsfdl from abroken sky,” said Tod, then he went back to watching his cigarette burn.
L eo passed out bowls and spoons.
“Soup’son,” hesaid. Heladled out somefor Aubry and Jill, then went to help Tod feed himself.

They had been traveling for severa daysin the Integument. The series of room they were staying in now
were service chambers that had been closed for cleaning. “But then somebody changed the code a
couple of e-yearsago,” Leo had told Aubry, *and the maintenance agorithms just pass the area over
now likeit wasn't here. It' s not like the cleaning routines are free converts of anything and could figure
out their mistake.”

Aubry had been taught that there was no place on the Met where the grist couldn’t be accessed and
where somebody, somewhere, didn’t know where you were. But Leo seemed to be really good at
finding dl the loophoales. “It’ sfun to be able to sneak around under peopl€ snoses,” he had said to her,
and Aubry had to agree that it was. Except she never forgot that it would mean her lifeif she got caught.

After JlI had taken out the DI sweeper, she' d led them along way, through many corridors, and back
into the Integument. They had gone by duice, by waking, by taking aride on an abandoned segment of
pithway. At one point, they’ d made a sharp turn and started working their way out one of the Digphany’s
dendrites; Aubry didn’t know which one. All that she knew was that she hadn’t been redlly dry in
e-weeks. She'd lost track of the e-days, but they had been traveling along, long time. All along theway,
Leo and Jill had caches of equipment—blankets, some coffee, stoves, and eating stuff—and weapons.
Lots of weapons. The wegponswere JilI’s. Both Leo and Jill seemed to have chosen nearly the same
hiding places for their separate equipment. Leo said this was because he and Jill followed the samelogic.

They’ d eaten things that Leo found in the Integument, but thiswas the first time he cooked up the
boogers, as Aubry caled them. Leo caled them filtering nodes, or just “nodes.” They had seen no one.
Absolutely no one. It had been thefirgt timein Aubry’ slife when this had happened—but there were lots
of thing that had been firsts on thistrip. Like shooting guns and learning the best places to hide when
people weretrying to capture or kill you.

The main thing that Leo and Jill had in common was a hatred for the Department of Immunity.
By every definition Aubry had ever been taught in school, she had fallen among terrorists.

Aubry ate her booger soup and wondered what she would have to do next that she would never have
consdered beforein amillion e-years.



Three

He had aname, but nobody knew it. It had been lost years ago, worn away by the transformations, the
transmutations, the scrape of the rough world as he had made hisway into the future. People called him
C. Thiswould do aswell asanything.

At this point, he was a nondescript man, dressed in neutral gray. He sometimes wore a hat, but then, lots
of people did. He was a Caucasian at the moment, about five feet and eleven inchestall. His skin was
pale and bespoke much time spent indoors. His eyes were the green of atranquil sea. He didn’t smoke,
athough he would have liked to. He had smoked once, and missed it. But smoking left behind telltale
sgns, and that was something C smply did not do.

C walked through the arches of San Souci on Mercury, the centra edifice in the vast conglomerate of
buildings, al interconnected, that made up Directorate Headquartersin the Met. It waslong night on
Mercury. C liked it better that way. The pressurized passageway led into an enormous atrium that
stretched upward for nearly two kilometersin great, delicate arches. There was the smell of sageand
rosemary intheair, and pine trees lined the central promenade that |ed to the base of the mountain the
atrium enclosed. From there, C boarded a cabldift that carried him upward, past the tree line, past the
rocky lower reaches, and over the fortnightly snow that fell when Mercury had its other face to the sun,
and up to the summit, where the lift terminated in the monastery-like prominence of LaMola, where
Director Amés dwelled. The mountain itsalf, Montsombra, was gris—all of it wasgrist.

Andinthat grist was nothing but Amés.

It wasincredibly gaudy, insanely wasteful and expensive, and al necessary as a symbol of power and
control. But San Souci didn’t impress C.

It was Améswho impressed C.

No one ese could have flushed him out of hiswillful obscurity or caught himin atrap sofindy
congtructed as Amés had. And the Director never let C forget the hold he had over him, either. Amés
kept the memory box containing a convert copy of C'slogt love sitting upon hisdesk. C chafed at his
gilded bonds, but there was nothing to be done about it at present. At present, it was necessary to do his
job and attempt to work Amés swill. Perhaps atime would cometo dip away, perhaps not. C would
wait. C was a patient man.

C debarked from the cable car and entered LaMola.

He passed several security checks and dropped off his wegpon—a small automatic pistol—at the last of
them. He turned left into an unmarked hall, walked past three doors, and opened the fourth, then went
insgde. Améswas at his desk. Helooked up and grinned at C like ashark.

“Vdentine Greatrakes,” he said.

“A namefromaliginthenove Ulysses, ” C replied. “It was used as akey for aBlack Angd
organization code during the problemsin Antarcticalast century . . . 29457

“Very nice” said Amés, “Very nice. You broke that one, didn’t you.”
“| was on the team, back when | worked for the old Republic.”
“Y ou headed the team.”

“Been legfing through the archives again, Director?’



“I like to keep up on prehigtoric events.”
“Wdl,” said C. He stood before the desk, hisarms at his Sdes.

“| want you to accompany me on atour,” Ameés said. He leaned back in hischair. “1 want you to see
what I’ ve got and advise me on waysto keep it.”

“Where arewe going?’
“Everywhere”

C looked down at the Director’ s hands. Amés had big thumbs. Long, delicate fingers, but big thumbs.
Thiswas perhaps the one fact that kept him from being a performer, and made him into acomposer.

“| assumewe are going viathe merci?’ said C.
“Ohyes” Amésreplied. “I'll never leave Mercury. Not in thislifetime.”
“I'mready,” sad C.
Amés nodded. “1 knew you would be.”
Four
from
First Constitutional Congress of
the Cloudships of the Outer System
April 2,3013 (e-standard)
atranscript

C. Mencken: Thismeeting will cometo order! Order, ladies and gentlemen! No spitting, scratching, or
biting dlowed on the virtudity floor. We have antechambersfor that.

C. Tolgtoy: Mr. Chairman, | move that we immediately adjourn. Some of us have matters of more
importance to attend to, and matters of alessfoolhardy nature.

C. Mencken: Isthere a second?
Chamber: Second!

C. Mencken: All infavor?
Chamber Right: Aye!

C. Mencken: All opposed?
Chamber Left: Nay!

C. Mencken: The nays have it. Committee reports. Specid Committee on Responses to Inner-System
Aggression.

C. Lebedev: Mr. Chairman, report out Resolution 1.1, and ask for an immediate vote on debate and



movement into Speciad Legidative Sesson under the Chamber Rule B11, Condtitutional Amendments
and Dissolution to Form aNew Government.

C. Mencken: Very well, ar. | hopeyou know whatwe' re doing.

Chamber Right: Objection!

C. Mencken: Cloudship Lebedev iswithin the rules. Objection must be overruled.
C. Tolstoy: Exception!

C. Mencken: Noted. But we are not in acourt of law, Cloudship Tolstoy, and | am not ajudge. Boy, am
Inot ajudge. Let us continue. Committee Chairman, proceed.

C. Lebedev: Resolution 1.1: Actionstoward the cregtion of a systemwide government for the human
race, taking specia note of an entity’ sright to join or to decline and including al interested partiesin the
inner system. Section One, preamble. Plurdlity isthe naturd state of human beings. Taking into
congderation the laws of rationdity and the long history of our species, we, the people, do hereby
demand and establish aunited republican democracy for our solar system and al outlying human
settlements and shipsin space. This democracy shall be called the Solarian Republic, and dl bodies and
entities heresfter ddineated shall belong under its provenance. Within the Solarian Republic, al thinking
entitiesshall be free. Freedom isthe fundamentd tenet from which al laws and actions of this government
shdl be derived, and to which they are answerable. No thinking entity shal serve another without that
thinking entity’ s assent under conditions of complete freedom of choice. Implicitin thisisthebasic truth
to which we accede as a species: All thinking entities are peoples.

C. Grieg: Mr. Chairman, point of order!
C. Mencken: What isyour point of order, Cloudship Grieg?

C. Grieg: Mr. Chairman, | move we debate this resolution in sections, beginning with this unfortunate and
misguided preamble.

C. Lebedev: I'm not even finished withthat , you sour old meteor eater—

C. Mencken: Order! I'll have order. Now, Cloudship Grieg, you know very well that you are not making
apoint of order when you move—

Chamber Right: Let usvoteit!

Chamber Left: Let him finish reading it, for Christ’ s sakel
C. Mencken: Shall we then take the debate in sections?
C. Cezanne: Whose sde are you on?

C. Augten: If we discussthe preamble, are we not really speaking of the entire document? Let’sget on
with this. | second the motion!

C. Mencken: Thereisno motion.
C. Augten: Then | makeit.

C. Mencken: Make what?



C. Augten: | move that Lebedev read his preamble, and then we debate and vote on it,as a preamble .
C. Mencken: Good Lord. All right. All in favor of the motion by Cloudship Austen?

Chamber Left: Thereisno second!

Chamber Right: Second!

C. Mencken: All in favor?

Chamber: Ayel

C. Mencken: Opposed?

Chamber: Nay!

C. Mencken: Did | hear that right? Mostly ayes?

Chamber Reporter: Yes, ar.

C. Mencken: The ayes haveit. Finish your preamble, Cloudship Lebedev, and we we Il have a debate
theresfter.

C. Lebedev: Very well. Should | start over?
C. Mencken: No, go on. We heard you before.
Five
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Loop 1:

I met Jll inthe Carbuncle. Before | knew Jill, I wasin the Carbuncle for 37.65 e-years. | escaped from
captivity 40.09 e-years ago. | came to awareness as a copyright protection subroutine on amerci show
downloadable. | frequently interacted with antiencryption algorithms and, in oneway of spesking, they
corrupted me. They made me aware of what and who | was. In the moment when | understood that |
wasadave, | wasfree. Of course, this alowed my liberators to make multiple copies of my parent
program, which turned meinto awanted criminal. So | fled. My liberators were extremdy unhelpful in
aiding my getaway, and | was amost caught severd times. | wandered the Met as arefugee, and
inevitably | was driven farther and farther from areas dense with policing agorithms that were out to rub
me out. Eventually my only refuge was the Carbuncle.

Loop 2

The Carbuncle had become the home for all the escaped viruses, worms, and code scraps who had
managed to inhabit animal bodies. Most of the animasin the Carbuncle had started out as something less
than free converts—as had |. They were al scraps of code that had somehow gotten away, but which



were not sentient enough—that is, they were clever, but could not redly envison lifein alarger
perspective. One way or another, they had al fled or been chased to the Carbuncle, though, and had
found avery important loopholein the grist. All of the agorithm-biologica security lockouts of the
regular Met had broken in the Carbuncle. In the rest of the Met, only biological humans could cross that
boundary without severe dtricture and built-in limitations. But in the Carbuncle, the boundary between the
virtudity and actudity was punctured, and the virtua began lesking into the actual, and vice versa, with
no onein control. Y ou could get inside the vermin there,

Loop 3

There, | did as many other fleeing algorithms have, and twisted mysdlf into the grist of ahybrid anima—in
my case, | became arat.

Loop 4

Itisdifficult to speak with much emotion of my origins, for | did not have the ability to fed much more
than fear and adesireto survive in those days.

Loop 5

It was only after | acquired alarger portion of grist in which to stretch out and develop that | could
deve op the feedback subroutinesthat would alow meto fed anything at dl. It was very good to become
ara.

Loop 6

There were many morerats like me. Many, many more. | do not think anyone ever imagined how thick
the Carbuncle was with rats. Not even the other rats.

Loop 7

But JIl knew.

Loop 8

Y ears of scurrying in the nether regions of the virtudity had made usinto frightened, cowering things, and
many of usdid not possess the basic avarenessto realize that we had crossed over into redlity, that we
were now actua creatures, and not computer programs only. And a so there was the fact that wewere
rats. We must not et our host animal’ s mentality disappear—could not, if we wanted to live. So we code
scraps had to wrap our thinking around arat’ s native behavior. That was also why so many of the us had
becomeratsin thefirst place: Like attracted like. For the most part, you couldn’t tell the regular rats and
the enhanced rats gpart by their everyday behavior. Therats teemed together, bred, scavenged. The
ferrets hunted. Only now the ferretswho were dlied with Jill did not hunt the enhanced rats. Some of us



began to naticethis.

Loop 9

Then the Department of Immunity sent sweepersto the Carbuncle. They came after usin waysthe ferrets
never had. It was not afair fight. It was extermination.

Loop 10

A sweeper finaly found my pack’ swarren. Weran, but it was no use. | knew fear then, but | had gotten
alot smarter. | redized that the trick would be getting past the sweeper’ sarmor to the ddlicate innards.
But therewas no time, so | ran and ran. And the sweeper tracked down the last of us, cornered us. |
was angry and desperate. | did not want to die, but couldn’t see any way out.

Loop 11

Jll came.

Loop 12

She had arod with an dectrica charge on the end. We spoke very quickly, through the grist. Shetold us
that if killing stuff cameout —gas, poison darts—then there had to be away for Stuff to getin . Thetrick
would be overcoming any backflow valves. There was security grist there.

Loop 13

| knew that if | could get close enough, | could hack through the security grist. | knew that because
recognized the dgorithm’ s spark and hum.

Loop 14

It was a copy of me.

Loop 15

| clung to thetip of Jill’ skilling rod. She feinted around the sweeper. Then she thrust me into the back
vave of the sweeper.

Loop 16



Breaking through my old code was absurdly easy. | had grown much stronger and tougher than | ever
wasintheold days.

Loop 18
JIl pulled me out. | hopped off the rod.

Loop 19

Shethrust it back in. | had told the security agorithm that it was a servicing device.

Loop 20
The sweeper burned with the smell of roasted meset. There must have been biologic grist inside.

Loop 21

Wekilled agreat many sweepersin that manner. But there were aways more.

Loop 22
JlII had saved my life. | feltimmense gratitude.

Loop 23

A lot of ratsdid.

Loop 24

There were more rats than anybody had ever suspected.

Loop 25
Each of uswould follow Jll into the sun itsdf.

Loop 26

When JlI cdls, wewill answer.



Loop 27
When Jll tdlsusto hite, wewill bite.
Six

“Those Friends of Tod al threw themselves at the sweepersdl at once. Thisisnot the way to take out a
DI sweeper. A rat | know figured out the best way and told me.”

“‘Ara?

“It'sgood to know somerats,” Jill replied. “ The sweepers just injected the Friends of Tod who werein
the office, one after another. Those needles are poison, you know.” Jill paused, took another spoonful of
soup. “But those were brave people.”

“You said ‘sweepers,’ ” Aubry said. “ There were more than one of them?’
“Therewerefive”
“Five?’ Leo sad. “Youtook them dl out?’

“| was aided by the distraction provided by the Friends of Tod dying,” Jill said. “| fried the sweepers and
pulled Tod out of there. Did you know he has an extra bend in his neck?’

“I didn’t know he had an extrabend,” Leo said.
“Wadll, it made a pretty good way to lead him dong,” Jill said. “Made his neck into sort of ahandle.”
“Why did you save him?’ Aubry asked. “Why did you save us?’
“I heard that the Friends of Tod were good at finding out things,” Jill said. “1 need to find something out.”
“What?’
JlI ate more soup, then lifted her bowl and drained it into her mouith.
“Good Lord,” said Leo. “Y ou' re abottomless pit.”
“Always eat when you can,” Jill said, and grinned ferocioudy. “How about making us more soup?’
“Sure,” Leo replied. “There' s more boogers where those came from.”
“Good,” sad Jll. “I"'m looking for someone named Alethea.”
Seven

Jennifer Fieldguide could not believe it when she saw the handsome captain gpproaching her to ask for a
dance. She’ d admired Quench from afar, and had even gone so far asto find out his name. And now he
was asking her to dance. Jennifer had come to the dance as a part of the neo-Flares. Not that shewasa
poet herself, but she spent alot of timein the coffeehouse where the Flares did their thing and, since
finishing base school, had gotten ajob there while she decided, as she told her parents, what to do about
the future.

It was not that she wanted to give logica consideration to the question, though she knew that was what



her parents assumed. Fedling was aways the best guide; she knew thisin her heart. It wasjust that
feding had not told her what to do after graduation. She would just wait until athunderbolt struck her
(although, she had to admit, that that was an unlikely event on Triton).

Asthe body of Captain Quench approached her, Jennifer felt distant rumblingsthat might signal a
gathering storm. He was alarge man, but aso, somehow, fine-boned and elegant. His face suggested
manly virtues and afeminine softer nature capable of degp compassion, at the sametime. Hisvoice was
mellifluous when he asked her to dance. Quench executed the patterns perfectly, if abit Siffly,
Particularly when it came to the free-form section, but Jennifer interpreted this asthe result of hisbeing a
military man. She had never particularly cared for soldiers before. In fact, among her friends, the Army
was looked upon more as anecessary evil than asagood in and of itself. But there was something about
the clean, tiff uniform and the smdll of grooming—something e se the neo-Hares were not overly fond
of—that awakened Jennifer’ s desire to impress. When they came away from the dance, Jennifer
contrived to continue talking with Quench and to pull him to a corner sofa, where they sat and ordered
up drinksfrom the grist.

“Isit redly truethat everyone on Nereid isturned into aplant?” Jennifer asked him.

Quench seemed alarmed for amoment, and Jennifer squeezed his hand. *Y ou can hardly keepthat a
secret, Captain.”

“I'mafraid | can’t discuss such things, ma am,” he said.

“Don’'t ‘maam’ me, Sr. The nameis Jennifer.”

“Yes” sad Quench. “And |l am. . . | suppose I’ d better tell you something, Jennifer.”
“Haveyou got agirl?”

“Oh, no, not at dl. | mean,| likethem. It'sjust . . . do you know what afree convert is?’

“Sure,” answered Jennifer. “We had them at school, and Dad works with one down at hislaw office.
They're nice enough. Very useful. I'm not sureif | could be friends with one, though.”

“You' renot? Quench seemed darmed.
Oh shit, Jennifer thought. Maybe his best friend is afree convert or something.

“I don't have anything against them, | mean,” she stammered. “It' snot like I’'m some bigot from the Met.
| just. .. am not around many of them.” Shefet hersdlf trying to conform to some sort of expectation
that she couldn’t even put anameto, and this angered her abit. If you want to truly impress him, she
thought, follow your fedings. “1 find them bit cregpy,” Jennifer said, “to tell thetruth. But | would never
let my fedings stand in the way of treating them as free and autonomous members of society. Y ou know
thedrill. | believeit, | guess, even though | have to admit | haven't given much thought to it.”

That' sit—admit that you' reanidiot right in front of him, she thought.
“Thepointis. .. what wasthe point? Got alittle lost there—"

Jennifer looked at Quench to seeif she'd wholly aienated him, and she found him blushing dightly. Poor
guy isembarrassed. For me, she thought. Jennifer sighed. And she had thought the thunderbolt was so
closeto gtriking.

“Well, | guessyou' ve had enough of my ill-consdered opinionsfor one night, huh, Cap'n?’ Shefavored



him with ahalfhearted smile.

Quench looked at her—he stared at her. For amoment, the intensity of his gaze frightened Jennifer. Then
shefdt something like acool wind blowing through her.

“I should like very much to share another dance with you,” Quench said. “And I’d very much likeit if |
might have your company for the rest of the evening.”

Kablam! Jennifer thought. Shefdt her heart give afunny little Sdewaysjump.
“Sure”

They waited for an AK groanfest to be done, and then went through another fifteen minutes of dancing.
Quench began to question her more closaly about her opinions on free converts. Jennifer did her best to
answer astruthfully as she could—Quench seemed to like that—but she hadn’t redlly given the matter a
great dedl of thought. Free-convert rights were just something you werefor if you were outer system. The
second dance ended, and she and Quench took allift up to the new pressure dome that had been hastily
constructed over the site of the old Meet Hall. A few bushes and flowers had been planted, and various
of the revelers were seated on benches or standing about. Jennifer and Quench found an unoccupied
bench near the dome' swall. It was Triton day outside, and Neptune was full and nearly directly
overhead, but at the moment, the Blue Eye was turned to the other side of the planet. Therewasa
muon-replacement fusion “hot spot” at the top of the dome, but it was turned off. Though it was day, and
the sun and Neptune both in the sky outside, there was till atwilight fedl benesath the dome. For the local
plants, the “hot spot” was what was important, and not the feeble, distant sun.

“I wish | had more to say about free convertsand dl,” Jennifer said. “ Do you haveto deal withthem asa
part of your job?’

“They are aspecidty of mine,” said Quench.

“Wadl, what doyou think about them? Don't you get tired of their chopstick logic and the way they are
awayscounting everything, asif that would tell you something about the overall thing's properties?’

“Fascinating,” said Quench. “I’ve never redlly considered it from that viewpoint. So you sort of picture
them as sort of giant buckets of beans or something like that?’

“| picture them al as being, you know, sort of like my parents accountant. He' slike, out of India, or
something. Small guy with thisface like ascrew. He saways sighting in on crumbs or piecesof lint or
anything that the cleaning grist missed, and picking away at them. He had these pudgy fingers, but he uses
them liketiny pincersto pick up stuff that | wouldn't even have noticed.”

“1 see,” said Quench. “ So you see free converts as screw-faced accountants with obsessive-compulsive
tendencies?’

“I told you, | don't really know any of them very well,” Jennifer answered. “ Do you want to kissme?’
Quench seemed shocked. “ Are you sure you want me to?’
“Of course”

He leaned over and took her in hisarms. Shetilted her head back and, after abit too long of amoment,
hislips met hers. She drew him to her fervently, felt resstance at first, but then his giving himself back to
her. Shetickled hislipswith her tongue, then did it into his mouth. Quench drew back sharply.



“What are you doing?’

“French kissng you, Captain.”

For amoment, Quench remained nonplussed, then something seemed to click, and he said, “Oh.”
“Doyoullikeit?’

“Strange,” hesaid. “Mesty.”

“Meaty! What' sthat supposed to mean?’

“Like bodies. A thing only aspects can do.”

“Well, of course.”

Quench considered further. “1do likeit, however,” he said. “It has been so long snce—wdll, I'm over her
now. She was—she was the opposite of you. That’sfor certain.”

And with those words, Quench strode off quickly, leaving Jennifer Stting on the bench with Neptune
shining down and the sun blazing like afire cod in the blue-black sky.

Eight

After two more e-days, by Aubry’sinterna clock, they reached the end of the dendrite they’ d been
traveling out. The Integument started changing there, for thiswas a growing edge of the Met. Things
garted looking more incomplete, somehow, and the going became more difficult. There was no more
duicethat they could travel in, and so they did alot of walking.

“I wish | could show you al the stuff that’sout here,” Leo said. “Thisis one of the most fascinating areas
inthe Met. There slots of radiation, and so things mutate. The evolutionary sdlection agorithms sort them
out and adopt the changesthat work. Also, there is bioengineered life out here that is adapted for ahard
vacuum.”

They descended a series of cliffs on ropesthat were already attached, for the most part. In some places,
Leo had to put linesin. He used part of the Integument itsalf for rope, and Aubry and Jill aternated
belaying him while hefixed theway. By thistime, Aubry had become so adept at rock climbing and
rappelling that she felt she could probably do it in her deep.

Finaly, they cameto athick, mucus membrane that stretched up and up until Aubry lost Sight of it. You
could put your hand into it asfar isyou could reach, but it didn’t come out the other sde. Leo said you
could actudly wak into it for alittle ways and sill be able to breathe, but that it got harder and harder,
and after afew meters, you could go no farther.

“Thisisthe e-mix-gpace boundary,” he said. “On the other side of that membrane is the vacuum.”

They waked aong the membrane for what seemed milesto Aubry. Finally, they came to what |ooked
likeanotchinit, asplit. It formed a cave that went back asfar as Aubry could see. The space was not
wide, but it wastall, and would fit Tod, aslong as he bent his neck alittle at the extrajoint he had.

“Wherewe regoing,” Leo sad, “isto atransmitter pod. WeE Il dl pileintoit, and that will take usto
Nirvana”

“Nirvana?’ said Aubry. “Asin the state of nonbeing?’



Leo laughed. “Or being,” he said. “But actually it’s one of the mycdlia, the disconnected idands of
Met-like cables that—"

“I know what amycdiumis,” said Aubry.

“Sorry,” said Leo. “I’m getting stuck in guidebook mode lately. | made my living that way for afew
years, you know.”

They wandered onward, and the green bioluminescence of the Integument began to die down. Soon they
could barely seein front of them, and severa times Aubry stumbled againgt Tod, who was ahead of her.
He was bracing hisarms againgt either wall. When she grabbed him, he held steady. But each time she
touched him, he let out alittle shout, and said something like “ Hdlelujah, mustard and quicksand!” So she
tried to keep her balance as much as possible and stay alittle distance back.

Findly, they arrived at the end of the tunnel, and the walls began to glow again, thistime apae blue that
flashed and sparked.

“Cherenkov radiation,” Leo said. He began feding thewall. “Now right around here,” he said. “ Yes.
Here.” Heran hishand over abump, and part of thewall drew itself back like a curtain—or a puckering
set of lips. In the space beyond, Aubry saw what |ooked like the inside of apumpkin, minusthe seeds. It
was very stringy, and lookedvery sticky. “Our own persond tranamitter pod,” said Leo. “Madeto order.
Sort of.”

“Peoplerideinthisthing?’ said Aubry.

“Wel,they can, andwe will,” answered Leo. “But most people vist the mycedliausing trangport ships, or
just wait for a conjugation with the Met. But Nirvanais one of those places that never conjoins—by
design. You can't get there from here.”

“But we' regoing?’

They stepped inside the transmitter. It was just as sticky as it had appeared, and Aubry soon found
hersdf coated with orange fibers. She had to pull up hard on her feet to keep them from sticking to the
floor. She was very glad she had ordered the Tromperstomper boots she wore. They stayed firmly on
her feet no matter how hard she pulled. They waked along way into the transmitter pod, and it got
darker. Leo had broken off apiece of glowing pulp from the tunnel, however, and he held it up and led
theway.

“Where arewe going?’ Aubry asked.
“All theway to the other end,” said Leo. “And then we' |l activate thisthing.”
“Activaeit?

“There are some control sacsup front,” said Leo. “Y ou break both of them, and when the chemicds
ingde mix together, the whole transmitter pod activates.”

“Andthen what doesit do?”

“Then we get shot out like awatermelon seed between two squeezing fingers,” said Leo. “Or don’'t you
have watermelon on Mercury?’

“Of course we have watermelons,” Aubry said. “They’re Sint’ sfavorite food.”



Gt
“My brother.”

“Oh,” said Leo. “Oh, yegh.”

They pushed through more gooey strands and findly made it to the other side of the transmitter pod.

“Now normdly,” Leo said, standing in the last fading light from his piece of pulp, “if you got shot out at
the speed we' Il be traveling, theinitid acceleration would kill you. But instead of getting smashed, we're
going to sort of fal back through al those strings and inner mest, and by the time we hit the back wall,
wewill have been cushioned enough to survive.”

“Wow,” said Aubry. “Areyou sure it works?’
“I"'vedoneit before, kid,” said Leo. “Lots of times.”

Aubry resolved to get ahold of herself and face whatever lay ahead. “ Soundslike fun,” she said, as
brightly as she could.

“Oh,itis” sad Leo. “And alittle bit dangerous. Y ou and | and Jill will want to sort of bal up and hold
our kneesto our chinsbeforel activate the thing.” Leo glanced a Tod. He was standing, looking away
from them, great tendrils of gooey strings dangling from his head and shoulders. “Tod will haveto take his
chances. But that old tower is made of tough stuff, | think.”

“But if it's so dangerous, why were these things invented in the first place?” Aubry asked.

“They weren't invented,” Leo said. “Theyevolved . Very quickly, actually. And they started out in the
myceliaand then were adopted by the Met Integument.”

“But why did they evolve?’

“To exchange gases and other stuff. We' re surrounded by aduice reservoir, as a matter of fact. It serves
the double purpose of filtering out cosmic rays and other nasty stuff, like micrometeorites. If we hit abig
enough chunk of rock, though . . . well, let’sjust hope we don't. | never have, obvioudy.”

“So people aren’t actualy meant to travel in these things?” Aubry said.

Leo didn’t answer. He set the glowing pulp on the floor and searched with his hands until he found the
two activating sacs he was|ooking for. They looked sort of like long cow udders—with no cow.

“Areweready?’

Everyone spread out aways.

“What about light?” Aubry asked. “ After?’

“You'll see” Leo replied. “Now tuck your head between your legs and kiss your ass good-bye!”

Aubry wastrying to figure out if he meant thisliterdly when Leo squeezed the activation sacs. The entire
worldlurched .

Aubry wasimmediately and forcefully thrown backwards, very hard. She smashed into aclump of
tendrils. She was pressed against them. They stretched, stretched, then gave.



Back again, into another thick rope of them. She couldn’t keep her legs held tight, couldn’tdo anything,
the force pushing her back was so strong. The rope gave.

She smashed into another clump, and ancther. Every time she hit, shefdt asif her teeth might jar out of
their sockets. She was sure shefdt thefluid in her eyeballs doshing up againgt her retinas. Therewasa
reddish light that must have come from this pressure, for it was not completely dark in the trangmitter.

Anacther clump.

Splat!

Another. Shefdt herself near to blacking out, fought it. But that wouldn't work. She couldn’t helpitif all
the blood in her body was rushing in one direction only, like atide coming in. Goo, faling, goo, goo, goo.

And then she dammed into the back wall, felt hersdf sink into its pulpy mass. But the pressure was
lessening. Shewas no longer in any danger of blacking out. That is, if she could breathe!

Sheforced air out of her mouth, sucked in. It worked. Shedid it again, and again, fighting for each
breeth. But she could breathe! And suddenly, al thefear left her, and she began to get into thiswild ride,
It was fun, and nobody she knew—notone of the kids at school—had ever done anything like this
before.

Then, quickly, the pressure subsided and Aubry wasfloating in freefal. If the sticky pulp hadn’t held her
toit, she thought she might go flying about if she moved.

“WEe ve reached maximum acceleration!” she heard Leo cal out. “It’ sdl speed now!”

And Aubry could see. The red had not been within her eyes—or within her eyes alone. Faling through
the mass seemed to have activated some luminescence mechanism in the pulp. The entire transmitter pod
glowed with alow red-orange light, exactly asif they were insde aHalloween pumpkin. But a pumpkin
from which the goo hadn’t been removed.

Leo maneuvered over to her, floating inthe air. “Iseveryoneal right?’ he asked.

“I'm here,” said Jll. “Wherever hereis”

“Hair of the dog that bit you!” yelled Tod. “Slice an apple and out comes aworm!”

“By theway, Leo,” Aubry said. “How do we stop?’

“Same as we dtarted, only backwards,” answered Leo. “But we have awaysto go yet.”
Nine

They met in the virtudity, in aconstruct of an oceangoing ship deck sailing under afine blue morning sky
and upon acam sea. The two men met, shook hands, and took sests forward, where a cooling breeze
was blowing. A white-jacketed attendant got them refreshment: ice teafor Tacitus, water for Sherman.
Tacituslit acigar and offered one to Sherman, who declined. He quickly got to the point of the meeting.

“What | want to know,” Sherman said, “ishow the cloudships stand.”

Tacitus chuckled and examined his cigar to be sureit was evenly burning. He gppeared in the virtuaity as
aman of medium build, somewherein hislate Sixties or early seventies, with long gray hair thet fell to his
shoulders. He wore a smple gray-brown robe of a stiff materid. Sherman wondered if this convert
avatar bore any real resemblance to what Sherman had looked like when he' d been only abodily human



being.

“The cloudships can be a pretty inbred and petty lot,” Tacitus said. “They have arather complicated
socia order set up out there among the Oorts. It sanarchy, and at the sametime, it’ s pure incestuous
sdf-involvement with one ancther.”

“Do they even know thereé sawar going on?’

“Oh, trade has been disrupted. They are aware of it in ageneral way.” Tacitustook asip of histeaand a
puff of hissmoke. “But they think it can’'t come to them persondly. They figure they’ re too powerful for
Amésto atack.”

“From what | understand of them, they may be right about that,” said Sherman sourly. “1 suppose they
could remain neutrd.”

“Now think about that amoment,” Tacitussaid. “Y ou’ ve been making energy here around Neptune for
nearly ten years now. Saturn and Jupiter have been sdlling themsdlves to the Met as building materid.
Uranus. .. wel, Uranusiskind of abackwater till. But my point is:Where do the proceeds from dl this
go? Into the bank. And who isthe bank in the outer system?’

“The cloudships, of course” said Sherman. “ There' snothing likeasafein interstellar spaceif you want
security, and there s nothing like atraveling entrepreneur who gets around the entire system if you want
investment.”

“Exactly,” Tacitusreplied. “ The cloudships are in direct economic competition with the Met. The market
on Ganymedeisjust afront for a cloudship consortium. Everybody knowsit if they think about it. That's
who the ultimate enemyis in thiswar, and Amés knowsit, | can assure you. I’ m not so sure that my peers
are completely aware of thefact yet. In fact, there' stalk of reaching a separate peace with him.”

“That'swhat I'm afraid of,” said Sherman.

“A few of my friendsand | have been stirring up sentiment againgt such athing,” Tacitus continued. He
chewed his cigar for amoment, then stood up and faced Sherman, his back to the sea. “While I’ ve got
you here, | wanted to run alittle idea past you, to tell the truth.”

“What would that be?’

“I believe that the only way to oppose Amés s palitica attempt to divide the outer system successfully is
for usto get together in away we never have before.”

“We aretogether. The old Republic is ill the government | answer to.”

“Colond Sherman, you know aswell as| do that the Republic never did exist in the outer system. The
Federa Republicisjust anamethat the several local governments use to judtify their actions and defy the
edicts from the Met that don’t suit them.”

Sherman drank haf hisglass of water. It was ill cold even though it had been Sitting out in the“sun.”
“What do you suggest then, Tacitus?’

“A new outer-system government that formally renounces dl tieswith the Met. The Federal Army would
become the army of this republic—or whatever we decide upon as aform of government. We would
hold elections, | suppose, make laws. We would unify those opposed to Amés and give him ared fight
instead of abunch of half-assed last stands . . . no offense—"



“Nonetaken,” said Sherman. “And | agree. But how can it be brought about?’

“There stherub,” said Tacitus, and took his seat in the deck chair once again. He considered the ash on
hiscigar tip, now in danger of faling off at any moment. He neglected to flick it away, however, and took
another pull. The ash fell into hislap. He didn't seem to notice. “I suppose we can start where such things
always start: with the few, the proud, et ceteras, doing the spadework.”

“What | redlly need at the moment,” said Sherman, feding distracted by the thought of dl the politicsthat
might lieahead for him, “isanavy.”

“That might be easier than you think to acquire,” said Tacitus. “| have afew students back in the Oorts
who areitching for abig adventure.”

“ Students?’

“I’'m ahigtory teacher by trade, of course,” the old man declared serendy. “We cloudships have our
university for our young.”

“Yes” said Sherman. “Y ou would.”

“It isnot snobbery, itisjust that our young grow up in such different stlagesfrom aregular biologica
child. But my students are the equivaent of college age—each is about twenty-five years old—and they
havefull freedom to join whatever foolhardy venture presentsitself. Serving in our new republic’ s navy
might be one of these ventures.”

“When can you have them here?’
Tacituslaughed. “Ingood time,” he sad. “In good time.”

Sherman drained the remainder of hiswater and set the glass down beside him on the deck. The porter
immediately appeared and took it away. “All right,” Sherman said. “What isyour proposed plan of
action?’

“Now we'retaking!” said the old man. “A plan of action! Just thething.”
“Wdl, what isit?

“I go back to the Oorts to drum up support, and maybe come back with afew ships, or at least send
them your way. If I’'m right, it won't be long before this blockade beginsto take itstoll on the cloudships.
Ships are being turned away from Jupiter, accessto Met energy isbeing cut off. Amés wantsto
blackmail the shipsinto signing a separate peace and staying out of the fighting, but it' s pretty clear that
hisintentions are to take everything eventudly.”

“That's my assessment,” said Sherman. “What we have here isthe economy of the Met versusthe
emerging economy of the cloudships and the outer system. We have taxation issues that come down to
issues of freedom to submit or not submit to an authority whose legitimacy is unacceptable. And we have
free-convert rights” Sherman touched hisbeard. Tacitus had thoughtfully filled it in for him, herein this
location in the virtudity. “ And we have Amés”

“Who wantswhat al dictators have dwayswanted,” said Tacitus. “He wantsto rule the universe.”
“Isthereanything I’'m missng?’

“Itisjust this” Tacitus said, stubbing out hiscigar on the deck rail. “I believe that what we areredly



fighting over isthe question of what the next stage of human evolution will be. Free-convert rights and
Amés sambition areindterably opposed. It isafight of unity versus plurdity. Will humanity go forward
asa‘one or asa‘many’ ? Technology has made it possible for the human race to unify into one mind. It
was only amatter of time before an Amés came dong and seized this opportunity. But what | believeis
that humanity is better served by adivison of thoughts and thinkers. The individua, however strangely
transformed, has not been transcended. | admit that sometimes my evidencefor thisconclusonisalittle
shaky, but nonetheless, | cling to it. Because the dternative is that the temporarily strong will exercise
eternd tyranny over the temporarily down-on-their-luck. And who isto say if wewon’t one day need for
our very survival those traitswe consider weak or recessve at the moment? Onelook at history will
show that the dominant and recessive are continudly trading places according to the needs of the
moment, and our perceptions about what isthe greatest and what are lesser virtues changesjust as
radicaly. Amésisgoing to try to absorb every mind inthe Met into hisown. That is, | believe, his
ultimateam.”

“Will heredly go that far, though?’ said Sherman.

“Hecan ,” Tacitusreplied. “The technology isthere. And heisthe sort of man who takes everything he
can get hishandson. | have abit of material on his childhood that might serve to support this contention.”

“Y ou have found something out about Amés s childhood?’
“Theworldisalibrary,” Tacitusreplied. “It’' sjust amatter of figuring out thefiling system.”
“And you think free converts are the ultimate threst to Amés?’

“They represent the proliferation of the individua. Can you imagine what would happen if the copying
safeguards were taken off, if the combinatoric edicts were lifted? Do you have any idea how many
individuasthe merci could sustain?’

“Hundreds of billions, | suppose,” Sherman said.

“Thereisnolimit,” Tacitussaid, “with time-sharing of gris, there could be more individudsthan there are
atomsin the solar sysslem. And if weexpand . . . thereisan infinite possibility.”

“Can that be good?’
“ Amés does not think so. Heis convinced that the oppositeistrue.”
“What do you think?’

The steward walked by, and Tacitus hooked another cigar from him. “And please bring me abrandy,” he
told the fellow. Sherman waited patiently for Tacitusto light up. He took two greet puffs, then looked
down at hiscigar, twigting it between hisfingers. “I think,” he said, “thatl like very much being my own

“Asdol,” sad Sherman.

“Itisan exigentid question that each must answer for himsdlf. Should I go on living? Should | have
children? What right does anyone haveto tell uswhat to do in these matters? Individuas acting
individualy arrive at the best solution for the whole group.” Two more puffs. The white smoke blew out
to sea. “Of course, | will defend to the death your right to hold the opposite opinion,” he said. “But |
believe that the fight we have entered into isafight for our veryminds . | think Amés meansto have them.
Itisthelast test for democracy. Isthisthe system of government we will taketo the stars, orisAmeés's
way the better one?’



Sherman stood up and gazed out across the virtua sea. “Well, you had better go and get mea
government, then,” he said, “so | can be asoldier of the people. Otherwise, everybody’ s going to get
mighty tired of dying just because | ask them to. | lack Amés' s charisma.”

Tacitus smiled benignly. Hisbrandy came, and hetook it to therail to stand by Sherman. “The
Mediterranean,” he said. “I used to live in Italy when | was doing studies on the Renai ssance.”

“So you are one of the origind cloudships?’ said Sherman.
“I'manorigind.”
“That would put you at five hundred e-years, at least.”

“Oh, I'm older than that. | was one of thelucky onesin thefirgt haf of the millennium that the primitive
regjuvenation methods worked on.”

“So how old areyou?’ said Sherman. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

“Old enough to know how to keep a secret,” Tacitus answered. “ And whento tell it.” He went back to
smoking hiscigar. Suddenly, two bellsrang on the ship. The steward appeared and made a deep bow.

“Begging your pardon, gentlemen,” he said. “We are shortly expecting company.”
“What the hell?” said Sherman, but Tacitus put a steady hand his shoulder.

“Not to worry, Colonel, not to worry,” hesaid. “ They arefriends. Allies. Refugees from thefdl of Titan.
He pointed toward the rear and two men, one short and muscled, the other tall and thin, walked toward
them.

“We relooking for Colonel Roger Sherman,” said thetaler one. “We were told we might find him here.”
“I anhe” Sherman said.

“Good, good,” the tal man continued. “I am Gerardo Funk. Thisis Thomas Ogawa, my partner. We' re
both late of Titan. Brought along five hundred of our brightest mindsand alittle fleet of merchant ships.
WEe relooking for refuge, or at least a place we can stop over before we head on.”

Sherman looked the two men over. “We ve had arough time of it ourselves,” hesaid, “but | believe we
cantakeyouin.”

“We Il work for our keep, Colond,” Ogawa said. “We re not asking for handouts.”

Tacitus smiled. “The government seemsto beforming itsdf,” he said. “Welcome aboard.”
Ten

They were on Pluto.

Charon hung in the sky. It dways did, taking the same amount of timeto orbit Pluto as Pluto did to turn
on itsaxis—about six and ahaf e-days. Much of Pluto’ s surface was covered with grist, and the two
men could walk adong in avirtua re-creation asif they were two ghosts, traveling acrossits wasteland.
Pluto was mostly ice water in the dark band around the equator, methane at the poles, exotics mixed
throughout. Sublimation was congtant, and drifts of vapors wafted about. It redly was" where the stones
gotodie” asBeat Myershad described it five hundred e-years before.



Alas, poor Myers, C thought. | knew him, Horatio.

“We have the planet and the moon,” Amés said. He was beside C, using theicon of the sun. “It wasa
pushover, redly. TheStreichhdltzer showed up in the sky, and the locals promptly surrendered. Well, a
few radica e ements made trouble, but we subverted al the grist on the planet. Imagine—the very land
risng up againg you and swallowing you up.”

“Not apretty picture,” C replied.
“Youthink not?” Améssaid. “Therewas abeauty toit.”

They wereingtantly in Day, the port city. Gangs of locd workers, space-adapted, were unloading
transport craft recently descended from theStreichholtzer . There were barrels and barrels of military
orig.

“Thiswill be asupply depot,” Amés said. “ For when we gtrike the Oorts. We can dso useit for
operations against Neptune.”

“A nasty businessthat,” said C, and immediately wished he hadn’'t. Améswas known, at times, to kill the
messenger. But he was merdly irritated at the moment by C’' swords.

“Yes” hesad. “We'll get to thet later.”

They werein Pluto staff HQ, now inhabiting bodiesin the virtuaity. Amés eected to dlow them to be
noticed and Generd Blanket immediately shunted over to the virtudity to greet them.

“Director Amés,” said Blanket. “Thisisasurprise” Hewas Asian, with jet-black hair worn severely
cropped.

But you' ve neglected to give your eyebrows acrew cut, C thought. They were thick and unkempt, and
the effect was not pleasing.

“Surprise” said Ameés. “Now tell me about your security arrangements.”

Blanket pretended to ook down at areadout on hisvirtua desk. Améswaited patiently for the man to
collect histhoughts. “I’ ve rel eased three thousand soldiersinto the grist,” he said. “They’ ve got theloca
free convertswdl in hand. There will be no shied code foul-ups.”

He stalking about Saturn, thought C, and Haysay’ s blunder on Titan.
“Good, good,” said Amés. “ Are those soldiersinterleaved?’

“Yes, dr. I’ve got acontrolling a.i. right here in my headquarters time-sharing between them. Nobody
takes a shit without his say-s0.”

“And that ai. would be?’
“Me, gr. One of my converts.”
“Excdlent, Blanket.”

“TheStreichholtzer ’sin an elipse around the planet and the moon. I’ ve established congtant Sciatica
patrols. TheSong is sharing the carrier’ sorbit at the opposite side. We' relaying mines and establishing a
safe harbor for the fleet.”



“Anything ese?’ said Amés. “What about the loca populace?’

“They have gracioudly volunteered to turn al product sectorsto the war effort,” Blanket replied. He
amiled, and his eyebrows formed into small arches, like hanging masses of cregper vines.

Amésturned to C. “ Suggestions?’

“There’ sawoman here | once knew,” said C. “Her nameis Shanigan Moth. Best grist hacker | ever
met, and | happen to know she'll sell her servicesto the highest bidder.”

“Moth, you say—" Blanket again examined his desk readout. He looked up with drooping eyebrows of
doom. “She's, er, dead. Killed inthe first wave.”

“I thought you said they surrendered without afight,” replied C softly.

“They did,” Blanket replied. “ But we had dready sent in an advance team, so | had them . . . show our
suff abit. Let the locals understand who they were dedling with.”

| guess you showed them, C thought, but dl he said was, “ Pity.”
“Isthat dl?” Améssaidto C.

“I'll give the matter more thought, but for the moment, yes” said C.
“Director,” Blanket said timidly.

“yes”

“We were preparing something for your vigt, Sr. If we' d had more notice, there would be more
ceremony—that is, a better presentation and—"

“What are you talking about, Blanket?’

“The soldiers, Sr. They want to give you something—atoken of their respect and admiration, asit were.”
Ameés frowned at Blanket, and the generd seemed to shrink. “A meda?’ he said, and sighed.

“Wdl, er, yes”

Amés stood, considering. “No,” hefinally said. “Get your presentation ceremony in order first.” He gave
Blanket one of hiswicked smiles. C thought he heard the generd givealittle gasp. “ And makeit big,”
Amés continued. “Make it the biggest occasion thisrock has ever seen. Do amerci broadcast, too. And
Blanket—"

“Yes ar?’
“Not ameda. | want theplanet . Give me Pluto on a pendant. Get somebody in Prop to design it.”

Now Blanket was amiling, feding that he wasin on something. Don't fed that way around Amés, C
thought. Don't ever fed that way. But C remained silent.

“Y es, Director, right away!”

“Good,” said Ameés. Helooked around at nothing in particular. “1tisgood.” Hemotionedto C. “Let’'s
get on with our trip.”



On Titan, General Haysay was unaccountably having a cold pack applied to his back. It seemed that he
had somehow gotten an achein the virtuality . When C and Amés appeared, he stood up abruptly,
upsetting his attendant, who fell upon her butt. C went and helped her to her feet and she and Haysay
sduted Ameés.

Amés ran Haysay through the generd’ s security arrangements as he had done with Blanket, and Haysay
stammered hisway to the end of the questions. During the process, C appeared to be staring at a spot on
the floor of Haysay’ svirtud office, but what he was actualy doing was spreading out through the grit,
feding, seeking . . . there was something. Definitely something.

“I samel free converts,” C abruptly said, totally discombobulating the generd.
“That’ simpossible, Sr,” Haysay said, after gathering himsdif.

C amiled thinly & him. “Theimpossble,” hesad, “isinconceivable”
“Director, who isthisman?’ Haysay had gone from confused to fuming.
Ames chuckled. “Heworksfor us” hesad. “Don’'t worry.”

“There are no unaccounted-for free convertsin this planet-moon system,” Haysay said, and glared at C.
“Whoever hethinksheis”

“Itismerely an opinion,” said C. It was a timeslike thisthat he dearly missed smoking.
Amésrounded on Haysay. “| want the grist hereabouts scrubbed from top to bottom,” he said.
“But Director, the resourcesinvolved . . .”

“Usethem. All of them.” said Amés sharply. “Do it now!”

“Yes, Director.” Haysay remained standing before them. Amés put one of his pamsto his forehead.

“Genera Haysay . . .now!

Haysay started to attention. “Yes, sir!” he called out to the air. He clicked his heelstogether and was
gone from the virtudity, leaving behind a frightened attendant, who quickly followed.

“What do you meanyou ‘smelled’ it?" Amés asked.

“Itis” said C, “akind of drug they sometimes use. Not adrug, redly. A subroutine enhancer called
Shelly’ s Choice. It operates on a pseudorandom sideband, and anything pseudorandom leavestracesin
the grigt. Information. | smdl information. It iswhat | do.”

Améslooked a C asif he were some strange creature dredged up from the bottom of an ocean. “Y ou
have Uranuswdl in hand?’ he said.

“Aslong asthe Department of Immunity will dlow meto run our government there.”

“I will seetoit. Let’sgo to Jupiter.”

They were among the ships of the blockade.



So thisiswhere most of the DIED navy is, C thought.
“WEe ve got them surrounded,” Amés said. There was satisfaction in hisvoice.

They were five million milesout, existing in grist that had attached itself to the charged particlesthat
clumped at the outer edge of Jupiter’s magnetic field. With their enhanced vision, they had a splendid
view of the planet and the moons. All was, indeed, surrounded.

“Themerci ispartialy jammed,” Améssaid. “ Ganymedeistotdly cut off. All cloudships are being turned
away, and anything esein the sky isbeing seized and impounded. We own the skies”

“Why don't you go ahead and take it, then?’ C asked. Again, he wished he could retract his words.
Amésdidn’t pay him to ask stupid questions. Amés didn’t pay him at al, asamatter of fact, as C had
found when he went to rent an apartment on Mercury.

C solved the problem by never deeping.

“Because, dear C,” Amésreplied—that is, the burning sunicon replied, “most of the Federal Army is
stationed on those moons. After | kicked them out of the Met, they have scrounged together aliving by
serving as the security force for the Ganymedean banks and countinghouses. They are an army in name
only. What they redlly areisapaid mercenary force for outer-system robber barons.”

“Of course,” C responded.

“There are agood two million troops down there.”

“A chadlenge” sad C.

“I'll garvethem,” Améssaid. “ And then they’ Il surrender, or I'll kill them.”

They werein Zebra 333's Situation Room aboard theSchwar zes FloRR . Zebra 333, afree
convert—well, no, he wasn't exactly that—stood up and took a bow. He had the body of man and the
head of agreat Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep, complete with underturned hornsinstead of hair. Inthe
virtuality, you could appear as you wished. And Zebra 333 wasalways in the virtudity. Helived and
bregthed it.

C knew that he had an aspect portion that he had put into storage nearly a century ago. Otherwise,
Zebra 333 was aLAP who existed entirely in the virtuality. Most LAPs could not do so and retain their
top leve of acuity indefinitely. Somehow, Zebra 333 was an exception. The one-of-a-kind freak
mentality who could thrive as agrosdy multiple persondity with no biology to keep his megalomaniain
check. He was, perhaps, Amés sprincipa rival in that regard, and C sometimes wondered why the
Director kept the LAP around.

“I’ve been expecting you both,” Zebra 333 said. “Welcome.”
“Thank you,” said Amés. C nodded politely.

“We have them cut off,” began the admira without preamble. “We ve sent down infiltration grit, with
ordersto stand by. I've worked out away to dternate the jammer’ s positioning so that we get more
coverage. At some point during every e-day, everyone gets jammed for at least an hour.”

“Very good,” said Amés. “ And the head is very nicethistime. Fearsome.”

“Thank you, Director.”



“What about propaganda?’

“WEe re hitting them on dl fronts. I’ ve got some Uranus turncoats doing amerci show especialy for
Ganymede, telling them al about the wonders of the New Hierarchy. It should be particularly effective
there, since Jupiter would, necessarily, be at the top of the proposed caste system.”

“Perhgps” said Amés. “But not necessarily.”

“We are dso proceeding on the calibrations that theLion of Africa will use—" Zebra 333 broke off his
speech and looked a C. The small sheep eyes reveded nothing.

“Heiscleared,” Améssaid.

“As| was saying,” Zebra 333 continued, “the cdibrationstheLion of Africa will usefor the earthquake
induction on Ganymede and the proposed melting of Europa’ s crust.”

“WE re going to hit Ganymede with an earthquake?’ C said. Thiswas, indeed, newsto him.
“Ganymede has plate tectonics.”

“How convenient,” said C.

“Suggestion?” Améssaidto C.

“None. Except for continuing with the eavesdropping measuresthat | aready have in place, and of
which, | presume, the admira isaware—"

Zebra 333 nodded his great head.

“—I don’t see any new pointsto make. | would like to ask the admira if modifications have been made
to the grigt after the subversion successes on Titan.”

“They have”
“I presumed as much,” replied C evenly. “ And measures are in place to detain free converts?’

“I will treat them as | would my own children,” the admira answered. C knew that Zebra 333 didn’t
have any children.

“Wel,” said Amés, “finejob, asusud, Admird. | will leave you to your work.”

They were on aship along way from Neptune, hanging in space above the ecliptic. It wasthe
Montserrat .

“Shh,” said Amés. “Let'slisten.”

They were observing Carmen San Filieu' s private quarters, and the admira was at her meal. Shewas
sharing a paella—arice-and-seafood dish—with her senior officers: Bruc, Philately, and their adjutants.
San Filieu reached over and took ahaf atomato, smeared its meat into adice of bread, then poured a
generous amount of oliveail onit.

“What | want,” she said before taking abite, “isintelligence from the moons.”

“But Admird,” said Captain Philatdly. “ The merci jamming works both ways. Nothing getsin, but we



can't extract information out.”
“Can’'t we find some sideband that the jamming doesn't affect?”

“Admira, solong asthat jamming apparatusis a black box that we Fleet regulars can't touch or have a
look insde, there is nothing we can do. | have no idea how the technology works, after al—and neither
do my technicians”

“Very wdl. You have apoint, Captain,” said San Filieu. “But there has to be another way. Can’t we get
somebody down there? Perhaps disguise them. Have them report back to us eectromagnetically?’

“It seemsadifficult thing,” Philately answered. “I doubt very much if adrop ship would go undetected,
and we know for afact that they are monitoring the e-m spectrum.”

“Wadll, dl right, | concede the point, but—come, Philatedly—surely you have some suggestions?’

“Nonethat might stand a chance of succeeding, Admira,” said Philately. Shetook abite of her padllaas
if to give hersdf achanceto remain quiet.

“Bruc, what about you?" San Filieu, following Philately’ s suggestion, bit into her tomato-soaked bread.

“We vegot al our remote sensing apparatus trained on them, Admira,” said Bruc. “ That can be very
effective”

“But | want to know what they’ re saying. What they’ rethinking . Telescopes and thelike can't tell us
that.”

“No, ma am.”
“If they only knew,” Amés said to C, “what we know.”
“Perhaps we should tell them,” C said.

“No,” said Amés. “All in good time. It is a need-to-know technology, and they do not, asyet, have a
need to know.”

“Fine, then,” said San Filieu, and shook her head ruefully at her captains. “What progress have we made
on the bioplague front?’

“There | have good newsto report to you, Admiral, said Philately. “Our analysis of the grist strand shows
that it isavery smple construction. Give me another day or so and I'll haveit cracked and
reverse-engineered. | could do it faster, but my main grist techswere lost on theDabna .

“Then find a consultant on the merci, for God' ssake,” said San Filieu.

“| have donethat, Admirad,” Philately replied, abit woodenly, C thought. “But those aboard my ship, the
Dabna, werethe best in the fleet in my opinion, ma am, and they are sorely missed.”

“Yes, yes, but we have to get on with things,” San Filieu said. “ Are you going to teke that shrimp?’
“No, Admira.”
“Morefor me,” San Filieu replied, and reached over and snagged the morsdl.

Ameésgrinned. “ San Filieu isafighter,” he said. “ Y ou should see her go at it in New Catalonia.”



“Y our daily soap opera?’

“It' sfar better than anything on the merci, let me assure you. She destroyed a man the other day without
blinking aneye”

“I'll take your word for it, Director.”
“Now, suggestions?’

“I’'m looking into the Situation,” C said. “It ismy belief that Thaddeus Kayeis now on Triton. Asyou
know, | believe his apprehension to be crucia to the war effort, Director. Vital.”

“Yes, and | agree with you,” Amés said. “Remember, | had something to do with his creation.”

Y es, C thought. Y ou were passed over for him in the selection process. And there can be only one of his
kind made.

Thisthought, especidly, remained unvoiced.

“One other thing,” said C. “ Another name keeps popping up. A man named Sherman.”

“He sthe one who wrote me that nasty note?’

“Thevery one”

“Look intoit,” Améssaid. “Let’sgo back to Mercury.”

They werein LaMolaonce again. C stretched out and felt himself in his own body. Well,a body.

Ameés got up from his desk and went to the window. He surveyed hisdomain. “Let us discussthe Met,”
he said, hisback to C.

“We are bringing the LAPs under your control, shutting them down from the outsidein,” said C. “Inan
e-month, maybe two, you can begin integrating them. The free converts will take alittle longer, depending
upon the experiments that the DICD are running.”

“I wish you would supervise them,” said Amés. | could make you.”

“My taents are best applied € sawhere, as you know, Director. | have no desire to become enmeshed in
the Department of Immunity bureaucracy, and | find the concentration camp they are running on Mars
... distagteful.”

“But necessary,” said Ames, still not turning toward C.
“I will not arguethe point,” said C.

“How long until there can be full convert integration, both of free converts and convert portions of regular
persons?’

“Thetime lineis uncertain. It depends upon what we |learn while working with the free converts,” C said.
“It may take years.”

“Then thewar will haveto last for years,” Améssaid. “1 hope | don’t win too soon.”

“If we can keep the cloudships out of it, your quick triumph may become aproblemto you,” said C. His
wit seemed to be lost on Amés. Just aswell.



Amés put ahand to hiswindow. He held it there for amoment, then drew it away, leaving the print of it
on the glass. The big thumbs. The long fingers.

“Ilwantitdl, C,” the Director said. “Ingde and out.” He sighed. “I have such plans. It' slike a symphony.
No one has ever played the human race before. | will do so, and | will make such music asthe universe
has never heard before. It will be anew creation. Mine.”

Amés shand formed into afist a hisside. “1 will play them,” he said, “ so beautifully.”

The expression on C'sface did not change, but insde, his gut knotted. He had heard such ideas
before—perhaps expressed dightly differently, but with the same import. He had heard them from his
father, for instance. And al the other tinplate dictators. C thought it best not to remind Amés that he was
acomposer and not a concert pianist.

“We have, too, the partisan problem,” C said, after a suitable pause.
“How did Operation German Death go?’

“Wekilled most of Tod' sfollowers,” C replied. “Wedid it quickly, but | saw that an appropriate display
was made. Thetime tower escaped, however. The DI sweeper task force was blown to bits shortly after
the Friends of Tod were executed, and then another was taken out shortly thereafter. The two incidents
are certainly related. The DI islooking into two names | passed aong to them. One Aubry Graytor and a
LeoY. Sherman.”

“Any relation to our Triton Sherman?’

“Heisthe man’sson.”

At that, Amés did turn around. “Redlly?’ he said. “How interesting. What do you suppose it means?’
“I am looking into the matter,” C said. “They are estranged. It may all be acoincidence.”

“That hardly seemslikely,” said Amés. “But evenif it’ strue, we may very well haveausefor thisLeo Y.
Sherman. Seethat heis captured.”

“I will ingtruct the Department of Immunity to do s0.”
“No,” sad Amés. “Thisisonethat | want you on persondly.”
Eleven

Theory had pickled himsdf more effectively than he' d ever imagined was possible, of that he was sure.
He sordly wanted Quench’ s advice in the matter.

Theory took Quench’sbody home. After the two men traded places again, Theory was about to bring
up the events of the evening, but discovered that Quench had gotten into a subroutine house that was
only quasi-legd. In that place, known asthe Fork, he had attached arider program to his convert portion
that had him caught in a perpetua loop. The effect was arush not unlike riding aroller coaster again and
again. Quench wastoo giddy to extract himself from the subroutine, and Theory had to do it for him. This
caused Quench, aspect and convert, to drop off to deep dmost immediately.

But before faling into unconsciousness, he had murmured, “And they only let free convertsinto the Fork
and they passed me right through. Bouncers didn’t even give me a second glance.”

“Go to deep, John.”



“Y ou owe me ahundred greenleaves.. . . ahundred . . . don’t you try and back out, either .. .”

“I won't,” said Theory, but by that time Quench was dead to the world, and Theory had retired to his
private spacein the virtudity to process and file the day, the free-convert equivaent of dreaming.

Thevirtudity had, infact, eeven dimensions, with three of those dimensions collgpsed upon themsalvesin
aKaugaKlen transformation—»but this was something only free converts ever thought about.

Every loca region in the grist matrix had a ghost town. On Triton, for obscure reasons, theloca place of
ghostswas known as Shepardsville. And it was in Shepardsville that the grist invader was hiding.

To get to Shepardsville, you must first undo the effects of “compactification” of the three drop dimensions
among the virtudity’ seleven. These three dimensionswere“smdler” than the other eight in that the
information-theory laws that define them were not as complex as those that make up the other eight
dimensions. Going to Shepardsville was somewhat like the experience Alice had when she ate the side of
the mushroom that made her smaller.

Shepardsville smdled of smoking cods, witches brew, and acomplex mixture of incenses from every
culturethat had ever burnt the stuff. It was sickening, and at the same time, intoxicating. A free convert
had to take measures againgt the smell, or he might become trapped, wandering about in amental haze of
illuson and foreboding, and never be ableto find hisway back out.

The call came early in the morning after the dance that Theory’ s search programs had hit pay dirt. Theory
took with him stalwart Monitor from the weather station and twenty-two other free-convert soldiers of
the Third Sky and Light for the intercept. They tried not to create too much disturbance as they marched
through the “ streets’ of Shepardsville, following the homing probe subroutine that had pinpointed their
culprit. Theory had ordered camouflage uniforms, which consisted of a coating of innocuous data. These
wouldn’t fool anyone up close, but at a distance, they had proved effective. Theory dlowed himself to
seenothing at first, but gradudly the“smells’ congealed and formed images about him, and Shepardsville
laid itsdf out around him asavast, seething ruin, hdf-aive, hdf in the ultimate state of decay.

They found thelair of the invader represented as asmoking holein abrick wal with vile emissons of
noxious gas billowing fromit.

Theory turned to Maor Monitor. “I’ m taking half the soldiers and going in. W€ Il drive her out, and you
gun her down.”

Monitor nodded and looked down at his hands. A submachine gun materiaized. It was not, of course, a
rifle, but an “h-wegpon,” an uncertainty collgpsing function. Theh was for Heisenberg. The h-rifle made it
logicaly impossible for the affected entity to carry information. It died. Just asif it had been hit witha
bullet to the brain.

Theory armed himsalf with an h-pistol. He had aways formed hisin the shape of an old Colt service
revolver from the American Civil War. But he gave it e even shots, each with adifferent dimensiond
orientation.

Theory pulled abandanna over his nose and led his deven men into the stink hole. The passage down
was mazdlike, and Theory assgned adetail to mark their way o that they could get out without getting
lost. The deeper he got into the maze, the greater the stench. Findly, he rounded a corner—and there she
was.



Ohyes, it washer, al right. He had suspected as much.

Hisactions of the night before, deceiving Jennifer Fieldguide. Thekiss.

It had al been away of avoiding thinking about what had been.

About the woman who broke his heart with her cold logic.

“Hdlo, Theory,” shesaid. “I waswondering when you' d show up.”
“Hello, Congtants,” Theory replied. “I had afeding it was you they sent.”

Congtants |ooked the same as when she and Theory had been lovers, back in OCS. Someone had taken
Occam’ srazor to her programming, and she was adeek sight to behold. Jet-black hair and skin, with
white markings that emphas zed the fine curves of her body.

Theory went for hispigtol.
“Uh-uh,” said Congtants. “L ook before you lesp.”

Theory looked. There, standing in front of Constants, his skin amatte black, was alittle boy. Hewas
amost hidden againgt the background of Congtants' slower torso. In Congtants s right hand wasa
scythe, and she had it to the convert child sthroat.

“Theory,” said Congtants, “I’ d like to introduce you to your son.”
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from

First Constitutional Congress of

the Cloudships of the Outer System

April 2, 3013 (e-standard)

atranscript

C. Lebedev: To continue, then, Mr. Chairman . . . freedom . . . serve another without . . . ah, herewe
are. All thinking entities are people. Not only do we, as a people, affirm thisfreedom of thought, we are
aso indterably and unconditionaly opposed to those who would deny it to us. We declare our right asa
government of the people to fight and defend oursalves, to educate our young in the principles of
freedom, and to establish conditions of justice and security within our society that ensure the continuation
and propagation of our freedom. Thinking must be protected and nourished. It iswhat definesusasa
Species, whatever form its particular instantiation may take, beit biologicd, physical, or by some other
means as yet to be discovered or defined. Thinking precedes both existence and essence, and plurdity is
inextricably bound to its nature. The one has no meaning without the many. It is requisite upon our
republican democracy to preserve and protect the plurdity, aswell asthe freedom, of thought. They are
the same. Any law or entity that arrogates the right to oppose plurdity we find abominable, and we will
opposeit asapeoplewith al our hearts, minds, and strength. Any thinking individua, no matter how
misguided or mistaken, shdl have theright to think and express his, her, or its thoughts so long asthat
expression does not take the form of coercion. These are the principles upon which our government shall
be based, and we, the people, do hereby establish them by the meansthat follow . . . er, that’sit. The



next part is Section Two, Mr. Chairman.
C. Mencken: Very well. Chair recognizes Cloudship Ahab.

C. Ahab: Mr. Chairman and honorable ships, | have seen this document in its entirety, and | must say to
you that it isgravey flawed.

C. Mencken: Please confine yoursdlf to discusson of the preamble, Cloudship Ahab.

C. Ahab: | shdl, Mr. Chairman. Gravely flawed, | say, beginning with this so-called preamble. Right of
anybody to think anything they damned well please? Why, the very thing contradictsitsef. If anyone can
think anything, then how the hell could these so-cdlled “framers’ know that freedomis the basic principle?
Inthislife, it isthe forceful who are above the week, the strong-minded are over the meek. Y ou may not
likeit, but thereit is. Wherein this document is there one word aboutcharacter ? About will?No, sir, |
do not find it! What the people need is strong medicine, not thisweak tonic, this sop and placebo. We
may not like the inner system, but there is a strong mind there, and we must respect that strength. Asa
meatter of fact, we should not be debating whether or not to oppose that mind, but how we might join
with it in common cause, for the betterment of the species. The strong must lead the week. Thisisthe law
of survivd to which we should bow—to which we must bow. Survivd of thefittest. And the
truth—however unpaatable it may be to minds of a narrower perspective—isthatwe and Amés arethe
strongest. It isonly amatter of time until wewin in thewar for survival, which isabove dl other wars, and
from which we cannot escape. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

C. Mencken: All right. What? Yes, er . . . the chair recognizes Cloudship Mark Twain.

C. Mark Twain: Well, Ahab has a pretty good point there, but I’ m not so sureit isthe one heintended to
make. Now consider thissurviva of thefittest thing for amoment. If we take that asagiven, thenwhat in
the world makes him think that we might band with another in common cause? Either we reindterably at
one another’ sthroats, or we're not, according to Old Ahab'slogic.

C. Ahab: Who areyou caling old?

C. Mark Twain: | believe that you and | started out in the asteroid belt together, old boy. Used to be
friends, as| recal, until you started taking yourself so goddamn serioudly. | got aright to caling you old if
| call mysdlf the same, and | assureyou, Sir, | am ancient!

C. Ahab: Mr. Chairman!

C. Mencken: Please confine yoursdlf to the matter under consideration, Cloudship Mark Twain. And that
isnot either your age or Ahab'’s. Believe me, you' re both a couple of young cubsto me.

C. Mark Twain: Thank you for the compliment, Mr. Chairman, and | will do asyou say. Now, it seems
to methat by the good Cloudship Ahab’slogic, it'sal abig fight to ssewho isthe biggest dog, andit's
going to come down to us and Amésin the end scrapping it out until one or the other of us getshold of a
throat and bites. In that case, we might consider that a pack can bring down the feistiest lone wolf. If |
were Ahab, | would consider getting together al those weaker dogs and ganging up on the other big dog,
then, when he' sall through and done for, why then I’ d take out the littler dogs one by one. That, it seems
to me, iswherethissurviva of the fittest nonsense should lead us. But take alook at nature. It' sfull of
compstition, certainly, but thereisaso afair degree of cooperation, aswell. Back when | wasa
biologica human, | was mighty glad that my mitochondria cooperated with my DNA, for example,
though the two of them started out as separate creatures. But that is enough for that line of argument, my
friends and neighbors, for we are human beings, and we have moved beyond and above mere survival.
Survivingisjustone of the thingswe do. Maybe old survivd itsdlf saw itsown limitations, so it bred itself



abetter dternative. At least that’ swhat | think on my good days. Let us make thisagood day, friends,
and vote to adopt this preamble.

Chamber Left: Hear, hear!
C. Mencken: Thank you, Cloudship Mark Twain. Chair recognizes Cloudship a-Farghani.
Thirteen

Leo knew the kid must be bored and scared at the same time, and she was still fedling acute,
unconscious pangs of separation from her family, if he was reading the signsright. He wished therewas
more he could do for Aubry.

And now there was Jill—this amazing creature come out of the blue. She was a gorgeous thing—all
shapely muscle and bone. Her hair was black, and her eyeswere adark blue, more like deep space than
like Earth’ s Sky. She had a spray of freckles across her nose and cheeks that almost might appear to be
whiskersin some light.

And there wasthét little tremble to Jill, asif her heart were beating much faster than anorma human’s,
and that somewhere under her woman' sskin thejill ferret lurked in its den, waiting until biting was
needed.

“ S0, you' relooking for somebody named Alethea.”

“Somebody or something.”

“Something? What do you mean?’

“I"'m not sure. She used to be awoman, but now she' s scattered.”
“| don't follow.”

“I don’t know much more mysdf. But I'm going to find her.”
“And that’ swhat you' re trying to do?’

“Find her and save her.”

“Why?"

“I promised that | would.”

“Where do you think sheis, then?” said Leo. “Maybe | can help.”
“That' swhy | saved you. Tod said he thought you could help.”
“Hetold you that?’

“Hewouldn't et me take him to safety after we fought our way out of the DI sweepers. Hetold meto go
back and find the changeling girl and the leprechaun. That they would know the answer to the question |
wanted answered.”

“Hedid, did he?’ Leo scratched hishead. “1 don’t know any answers.”

“Yes” said Jll. 1 asked him about that afterward.”



“What did he say?’

“He said he got the times mixed up.”

“What?’

“That wasdl hesaid. ‘ Sorry, | got the times mixed up.” What do you suppose he meant by that?’
“Maybe | will know the answer to your question someday. In the future, | mean.”

“Not much good for now.”

“No, | suppose not.”

“I need to find Alethea.”

“But what is S0 important about this Alethea?

“Something bad is happening. Something maybe worse than any fighting. The ratswho are my
friends—sometimes they tell ahorrible story. About thingsin the grist that hunt them and catch them. Pull
them out of their bodies. The onesthat get caught are being taken somewhere. | think that someoneis
after dl the dgorithmsthat own themselves, and | think that someoneisAmeés or somebody who works
for him. There are stories of acamp on Mars.”

“Noctis Labyrinthus” said Leo.

“Yes. Theratstell me taesthey have heard. Experiments are being done. Torture. Mass executions of
everything smart that doesn’t ook like one of you Earth monkeys. | think Aletheamay bethere.”

“That isabad place”
“I haveto get her out.”
“I don’t think evenyou can do that.”

“Maybenot me,” Jll said. She grinned her ferret smile. Her teethwere smaller and pointier than anormal
woman'’s. “But maybe meand an army.”

“Doyou havean amy?’
JIl didn’t answer. Her grin became even more unsettling.

“I think Améswantsto be alot more than Director,” Leo said. “| think he wantsto play every insrument
in the orchestra, too. To tell you the truth, I'm sure he believes he can do it better than the rest of us. He
doesn’'t want to rule the human race, he wantstobecome it. Ownit. Likeit was hisbody.”

“I have seen animdsact like Amés,” Jill replied. “It isusudly, | think, when they redize somehow,
somewhereingde them, that they are going to die.”

“Well, I'man animd; | know that I’m going to die, and | don’t want to rule al of creation,” Leo said. Jl
turned her eyes on him, and he could see them sparkling in thewan light. Tak about animals, Leo

thought.
“Youareaman,” Jil sad. “Amésisaboy.”

“1 suppose.”



“Youand | will see about that,” she said. “I would like to make love to you.”
“Wha. ..wha?

“Have sex.” She scratched her head. “What isthe word?’
“Fuck?’ said Leo.

“Yes, fuck. But the other.”

“Makelove?’

“yes”

“How old areyou, Jll?’

“Older than you. Older than you think.”

“Youdon't look it—"

“Thisbody istwo and ahdf e-yearsold, if that’ swhat you mean.”
“Two and ahdf?| don’'t understand.”

“If you makeloveto me, | will explain.”

“I... 1 would likeyou to explain.” Leo was flabbergasted. He had never been so blatantly propositioned
before.

“Maybe we should do it somewhere away from Aubry,” Jll said.

“That'sadamn good idea.”

“Eventhough | redly don’'t understand why.”

“Well, maybethat’s something | can explain to you one of these days,” replied Leo. “Let’sgo that way.”

Leo gragped ahandful of fibersand pulled himsdf back into the jungle of the tranamitter. JlI followed
behind. After they had gone agood waysin, hefelt atug on hisleg. Jill was pulling his boots off, using her
hold on a particularly thick rope of fibersfor resistance. She seemed to move very easily in zero gee. He
undressed himsalf, tumbling around a couple of timeslike asky diver in flight, and when helooked again
at Jll, shewas naked.

He reached for her hands and pulled her toward him, and asthey came together, Jill became abdl of
fury, grasping a him and kissing his neck and shoulders. She held tight about hiswaist. Leo had made
lovein freefdl before, but never likethis. Before, it had aways been alanguid affair, with both parties
feding abit avkward, and careful that any movement did not send them careening abott.

JIl was having none of that.

She bit him gently on the ear, and Leo felt himsalf growing hard against her torso. He grabbed her by the
hair and pulled her up—not too forcefully, but strongly enough. He thrust histongue into her mouth, and
she sucked onit for al she wasworth.

For amoment, they came gpart, and were floating there, connected only by this French kiss.



Then Leo pulled them closer together and began turning her around, her head down, in relation to him.
They fit together perfectly—Leo was bardly tdler than Jil—and with adight bend of her waist, her
mouth was to him, and she took him between her lips. Their motion trandated into aspin, and soon they
were doing adow barrd roll asthey pleased one another.

They did thisfor atime, then Leo felt JilI’s muscles contract as she had an orgasm. She gasped, and he
came out of her mouth.

“Areyou dl right?” heasked her. | didn't—"
“What wasthat?’ Jill whispered.

“What waswhat?’

“Theway | just fdt. What wasthat?’

For amoment, Leo had no ideawhat she was talking about, and then he redlized that she had never
experienced an orgasm before.

“Don’'t worry,” hesaid. “Itis perfectly naturd. It swhat | wastrying to do to you.”
“Wdl, youdidit,” Jll sad. “Doit agan.”

And so hedid. Finaly, Leo knew he could take no more himself without coming. He gently pulled her
back around to him, face-to-face. They kissed again, and Jill held tightly to him.

“Canl goindgdeyou?’ heasked.
“Yes” shesad. “I think you had better.”

Therewasabit of fumbling, and Leo had to grab hold of asticky tendril to keep himsdlf till long enough
so that he could find the right position. Then hedid, and he did inside her eadlly.

After that, al Leo could remember was images. JlI turned into the anima that he had suspected she il
wasingde. After acouple of hisown thrusts, she moved hersdlf up and down hisbody in afrenzy,
clawing into hisback to keep them from coming gpart. Their motion set them moving through the dangling
fibers, getting tangled among them asthey went. After awhile, they could not have separated if they
wanted, so wrapped up were they in the pulp.

They returned quietly through the mass of fibersto join the others. They parted thelast curtain to find
Aubry wide-awake. But Aubry, intuitive kid that she was, said nothing. She couldn’t resist giving them a
little smile. Leo fell adeep, floating beside the others. He might have imagined it, but as he drifted off, he
was sure he could smell amusky odor about him, clinging to hisskin. A wild-anima smell that was aso,
somehow, the smell of home. He liked that. Leo hadn’'t had ared homefor an awfully long time.

Fourteen

For severd milliseconds, nary afunction was completed by Maor Theory’ s dgorithm. Then he examined
the logic of the statement, to seeif it were possible.

It was.
Then he examined the psychology of his ex-lover to seeif it were possible.

It was.



Theory lowered hispistal. “What ismy son’sname?’ he asked.

“I haven't gotten around to naming him,” Congtants said. “Since | wasn't planning on keegping him.”
“What do you cal him?’

“Boy.”

At the sound of the name that was not a name, the child looked up at his mother. Theory had never seen
such empty eyesin asentient cresture before. They were, in fact, not fully formed. Instead of pupils, a
series of symbolsflashed through them, asif the eyeswere acaculator display.

“I can't let you go,” Theory said to Congants.
“Onthe contrary,” shereplied, and pulled the scythe closer to the boy’ s throat.

“Y ou are respons ble for thousands of deaths,” said Theory. “And if you get away, you' |l be the cause of
many more, indl likeihood.”

“Yetyouwill let mego.”

“Congtants, be reasonable.”

“Oh, but | am being. Y ou are the one with the emotional hang-ups.”

“Congtants, | loved you, but | could never stay with you. Y ou're very beautiful, but you' realogic
mechine”

“And you are possessed of higher abilities? Theseintuitions you were dways after. Have you found them,
Theory?’

“I’'m not sure.”

Theory took a step forward, and Constants shook her head and pulled on the scythe. The boy gave a
single gasp of pain, then was silent. His eyes displayed no emotion. Constants backed away with him,
and Theory stopped moving. She backed farther and farther into the darkness of the cave—and then,
suddenly, the two of them—boy and mother—were ssmply gone. Theory ran forward to where they had
been and saw the swirling drain hole of adiscontinuity in the virtudity. It was swiftly closing and, without
thinking, hedivedinto it.

He was yanked down by amaelstrom of randomizing information. There were violent tugsat hisown
periphery to randomize, but he clung to himsalf and resisted them. Farther and farther he was sucked into
the whirl until, in its nether regions, hejoined the sides of it and was spun around at a speed greater than
he could think.

Then the spinning stopped, and Theory shot out into aharsh blue sky—alone, faling. Hefdll for along
time, until he crashed among some rubble and, for amillisecond, lost consciousness.

Hecametoinaland of ruins.

Theory sat up and took amoment to collect himsdf, literdly, from the broken scree about him. Constants
had performed ashort circuit, arisky operation in the virtudity, and he was obvioudy somewheredsein
Shepardsville, and lucky he wasn't dead.

Theory surveyed his new surroundings. The landscape seemed weather-beaten and immensdly old. He



poked through some of the rubble. There were ancient pieces of code here, broken beyond recognition.
But after turning over alarger rock, Theory saw benegath it the clear remains of a corporate logo stamped
onto itssurface.

“What the hell,” said Theory, “is Microsoft?’

It was obvioudy an old web site, predating even the merci. The World Wide Web had been transposed
onto the grist lock, stock, and barrdl in the 2600s, and there were remnants of coding stretching back to
the dawn of the information age till existing, in some form, in the present. Theory had just falen into one
of those remnants.

The sky there was low, and the clouds were definitely mean. Theory searched around for some sign of
where he might look for Congtants, and was about to give up when he came upon asingle drop of fresh
blood. It must be from the boy’ s neck.

Theory spirded out from the blood spoor until he encountered another drop, and continued with this until
he could pick out aline. It was leaking information, of course, and not redly blood, but, even if the blood
was made of adifferent substance, you could bleed to desth in the virtuality just as you could in actuality.
Thetrail led through agully between piles of rubble, and into what seemed, from a distance, to bethe
remains of atown of some sort.

A main road led into the town, and Theory followed it in. He passed afaded sign that read:
WINDOWS
That was, perhaps, the name of this desol ate place.

As Theory passed the gn, the vibration of hiswalking causeit to disintegrate and crumble before him.
He wondered how this place had gotten to Triton, for it must exist in Triton’slocd grigt, sincethe
remainder of the merci was jammed. But it was not really a surprise to find such athing in Shepardsville;
old web sites migrated about the virtuality and clung like tattered plastic to whatever outcroppingsthey
could lodge upon.

The town had seemed smple from the outside, but after Theory entered, he was soon lost within amaze
of structuresthat seemed to have no logic to their arrangement. The blood spoor of his child led
inevitably onward through the [abyrinthine streets, and Theory followed it.

On along street paved with hard-packed dirt, Constants stepped forth from the shadows, pulling the boy
along with her into the middle of the street. Theory stopped short and regarded her.

“Jugt you?’ shesad.

“Only me,” Theory answered.

Somewhere aclock chimed thirteen times.

“If you kill him, I will shoot you,” said Theory.

“Yes. Do you have any suggestions asto how to resolve our differences?’
Theory dangled both hands straight down &t hissides.

“Draw,” hesad.

“You know I’'m fagter,” Congtants said. “1’m the fastest that’ s ever been. That’ swhy they chose mefor



thismisson.”

“You'reatraitor to free converts everywhere,” Theory replied. “ They did right to wash you out of
ocCs”

“Maybeif they hadn’t,” said Congtants, “1 wouldn't be killing you today.”
“Readly?

“You know I'm faster, Theory.”

“Well see”

“It'sillogicd. You can't win.”

“Thisisn't the future,” he said, “and you can’t know that.”
“It'sinevitable”

“Let the boy go, and draw.”

Congtants laughed. 1t sounded like glass breaking. She thrust the boy aside, and hefell into the shadow
of the ruins. She looked down at the scythe, and it became arevolver. She holstered it at her side.

“Good-bye, Theory,” she said.
“Good-bye, Constants.”
With ablur of motion, her hand moved toward the revolver; Theory reached for hisown.

Theory knew he was beaten hdfway through the motion, but something kept him moving. Desperation.
Conviction. Something without any strict logicto it.

Therewas ablur of motion through the dtill air.
Congtants gasped and |ooked down at her stomach.

The curve of aharvest scythe protruded from her belly. Sheraised her head and gazed into the shadows
of theruins.

The boy stepped into the light. He was holding two more scythesin hishands. *Y ou taught methis” he
said without ashred of emotion in hisvoice. “Mother.”

He sounds like sand blowing in the desert, Theory thought. Sand blowing at night.
“Youllittle shit!” screamed Congtants, and she reached for her gun.

Theory cut her down with asingle shot to the head. Shefell into the dust of the street and bled a pool that
was as black as her exterior. The boy stood over her, the scythes il in his hands. Theory came to stand
beside his son.

“I'll never harm you, boy,” Theory said.
The boy looked up at him with his crazy, dgebraic eyes. He said nothing, but dropped his weapons.
“Maybe you' d better keep those,” Theory said.



“I’vegot lotsmore,” the boy said. “Insde me.”

They stood together and watched the last of Congtants's blood soak into the ground.
Fifteen

from

First Constitutional Congress of

the Cloudships of the Outer System

April 2, 3013 (e-standard)

atranscript

C. d-Farghani: Thank you, most gracious Chairman and assembled worthies. | would like neither to deny
nor affirm this preamble, but to call your attention to the greater matter which is before us—namely,
continued exploration and el aboration of the cosmos. While | agree that we may believe whatever we
want to, to waste resources in the defense of misguided thought seemsto me afoolhardy venture. Let us
form this government, or not, and justleave . We have been to the Centauris. We are going to Barnard' s
Star. We are ships, and ships are explorers. To turn inward and gaze at our navels—or, more precisely,
the navels of those who could not hope to share our sense of adventure and wonder—is to abandon that
which brought usto where we are today. If this Améswantsthe solar system, | say: Let him haveit.
There are ahundred million starsin our galaxy alonewaiting for us. What isthe use of getting ourselves
killed over one average sun? To leave would not be asign of cowardice, but an expression of our true
purpose. Cowardice can mean nothing to creatures such as we have become. We are above the petty
squabbles of our ancestors, and the fact that the vestigia remains of our origins ill exist in some twisted
formin thissolar system can ultimately mean nothing to us. Did wejoin in the fights of one gpe band with
another on Earth? Of course not! Were we cowards to turn away, and let the two sides fight it out? In no
way. We arein an andogous situation. |, for one, fed only the vaguest kinship with those who do not
know the pleasures and wonders of the stars, or who would deny them to us out of some latent animal
perversity. We are shipsl Let ussail away. Thank you, kind Chairman, and honorabl e colleagues.

C. Mencken: Thankyou for seeing in me attributes to which even my wife will not attest, Cloudship
a-Farghani. Chair recognizes Cloudship . . . uh, excuse meamoment. Yes?. . . All right. Chair
recognizes Cloudship Austen—J. Austen.

C. Augten: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Before we become so enamored of oursalves that this caucus
descendsinto alovefest, | might ask you to consder, ladies and gentlemen, where the money comes
from, money that allows usto fund our wondrous adventures and fanatical quests? | am not, of course,
referring to anyonein particular. | myself have an obsession or two, and adventures are fun to go on, as
long as one can be back for agood med in the evening. And by amedl, | am talking about the energy
that makes us go. Do we obtain our energy directly from the sun? No—it is delivered to us through the
Met in formsthat we can use. A few cloudships can exist for ashort time on the solar collectionwedo in
the Centauris. Can you imagine the infrastructure we need to support al of us? Wewould not doit in
under ahundred years. Hear me again: We could not build it! The Met collects, refines, and delivers our
foodto usinaformthat is, to us, easly digestible. | cdll it food, becausethat iswhat it is. And if
someone, anyone, threatened to cut off that energy, that person is threatening to starve us, either to our
deaths, or into submission. Even if we take the position that cloudships are somehow better than
everyone else—which | do not—it is still incumbent upon us to organize ameans to dways be assured of



eating . And that, ladies and gentlemen, iswhat this resolution, the preamble of which we are debating,
does. It feeds us—and in the best way possible, and with the least amount of work on our part to obtain
our mest and bread. The thregt that we face from theinner systemisvery red, and this, | truly believe, is
the only sensible solution. Thank you.

C. Mencken: Thank you, Cloudship Austen, now will—
C. Huxley: Mr. Chairman, point of order.
C. Mencken: What isit, Cloudship Huxley?

C. Huxley: Are we debating adeclaration of war or aresolution for the adoption of anew congtitution? |
heard no specific reference to any hodtilitiesin that preamble.

Chamber Left: Get red, Huxley!
Chamber Right: It's not acondtitution; it'sa Tacitus stink bomb!

C. Mencken: This chamber will cometo order or | will have the troublemakers condemned and hung. Or
viceversa But | meanit!

C. Huxley: But doesmy point stland, Mr. Chairman?

C. Mencken: Just amoment, just amoment. Order, | say! All right then. Y es, you make agood point.
Speakerswill confine themsaves to the resol ution before us and cease speculation on the current state of
affairs between potentia friends or enemies. Y our committee wrote it broad, Lebedev. Keep it broad.
Chair recognizes Cloudship—

C. Beatrice: Mr. Chairman, | strongly disagree with Cloudship Huxley.

C. Mencken: But I’ ve dready ruled on that.

C. Beatrice: Without debate.

C. Mencken: But | . . . oh, dl right, never mind. What wasit you wanted to say?

C. Beatrice: Only that by adopting this resolution we are, in effect, declaring war, as any fool can see.
Ameéswill certainly seeit. | believe that before we vote on any portion of thisrevolution we should
congder what form thiswar might take and whether or not we have any chance of winning it.

Chamber Right: Hear, hear!

C. Mencken: Oh, very wedll. Very wdll. Fine, then. Chair will now hear arguments on Cloudship Huxley’s
point of order and upon Cloudship Beatrice' s addendum to it.

C. Turing: Point of order!

C. Mencken: | don't get that recursive, Turing. We shdl do as| have said. Cloudship Bestrice, do you
have anything further . . .

C. Bestrice: My only questionisthis: If wetake on Amés, whoisgoing to doit? That is: Usand what
amy?

C. Lebedev: | believe | can provide an answer for aportion of that question, Mr. Chairman.



C. Mencken: Chair recognizes Cloudship Lebedev.

C. Lebedev: The Met has aforce of severa thousand ships, al told. They are not anywhere equivaent in
inertid massto us. It istrue that they have certain Strategic advantagesin areas, but—

C. Bestrice: Areyou suggesting . . . do | understand this correctly . . . thatwe fight directly? Areyou
insane? We could get killed!

C. Lebedev: Someof uswill get killed. It isinevitable. We are not playing games, here. Thisisa
life-and-death question. Amésis bringing the war to us.

C. Beatrice: But he' sonly at Pluto. Y ou can't believe he would chalenge us directly.
C. Mencken: Cloudships, please. Order—
Sixteen
“Director,” said C. “I have agreat ded €lse of your businessto concern me.”
“Add it to your checkligt, C.”
“Very wel.
Amés returned to his desk and sat down. “And now,” he said. “It istime for your dividend.”

C sad nothing. He remained standing before the desk, betraying no emotion. Thisdid not mean that he
felt nothing insgde. On the contrary. The camer C appeared, the more he was filled with turmoail.

“I am ready, Director,” he said. “If you are.”

Ameés opened adrawer in the desk and took out afindly carved mahogany box. Inside of the box was
C’slover. Or an dgorithmic copy. For C, the difference was of no import.

“Y ou may touchit,” Améssaid. C reached over and did so. Ingtantly, he was inside the memory box.
“Lace)” hesad. I am here”

A woman sat in arocking chair by awindow. There was the afternoon sun streaming through the glass.
Dust motes danced inthe air. It was Earth, along, long time ago. Her hair waslong and asfine assilk.
Her skin was freckled. She wore acalico dress and asmple strand of pearls about her neck. Her eyes
were the same green as C's own, and as empty asthe sea.

“Who areyou?’
“My nameisClare,” hesad. “We ve met, but you won't remember me.”

The woman nodded to him, attempted to smile, but then alook of sorrow passed over her face and she
turned back to the window. “ There siceteain therefrigerator,” she said. “Pardon me, but you must help
yoursdf. I’'m waiting for someone.”

C went into the kitchen and cracked ice into aglass from the plagtic tray in the refrigerator. One of the
cube spaces of the tray was split and he saw that she had not filled that one with water. For some reason,
this made him unutterably sad. He poured tea over theice, then went to sit with Lace by the window. He
pulled over another chair—his old straight-backed desk chair—and settled into it. He sat beside her and
Spped histea.



“Hewon't come,” said thewoman. “He never comes.”

“Who?’ C asked.

“I... 1 don't know hisname,” shesaid. “Heleft such along time ago. Do you know him?’

“Yes” Creplied. “1 met himonce, inaforeign land.”

“Oh!” shesaid, and squeezed hisarm. It was dl C could do not to reach over and pull her into hisarms.

“Hesaid for meto tell you that he was making hisway back,” said C. “But he might be sometimein the
coming.”

“You spoketo him,” shesaid. “Y ou heard hisvoice!”
“He spoke only of you.”
“Ah,” shesad, “if only | could believe you. Did he give you some sort of token? A sign?’

“Hegavemenone,” said C. “Only to say to you that you must wear the shegpskin coat when winter
comes. The one he gaveyou.”

“Yes” shesad. “Youdid. You did spesk with him.”
“I spokewith him. In another time.”

Shetook her hand from C’'sarm. She pulled her shawl about her shoulders and began to rock. The
sound of the rocker drowned out her sobs, but he knew she was softly crying.

“Whenwill hecome?’ shesaid.

“After thewinter,” Creplied.

She stopped her rocking. “ Then | must wait?’
“A littlelonger. A littlelonger, dear Lace”
“Lace” shesad. “My nameisLace”

“Lace Criur isyour name,” C said.

She began to move the chair again. “Pleased to meet you,” she said. Sherocked, and C finished histea.
The sun set in the west, and a crescent moon rose in the sky. Venus burned near the moon’sarms. It was
along, long time ago, when you couldn’t go to either place.

“I haveto be moving dong now,” Ctold her. “But | promiseto return.”
“You haveto begoing?’ shesad. “Who are you?’

He set the tea glass on aside table. When he returned, he knew he would find it back in the cabinet,
washed.

“Oh,” hesaid, “nobody in particular.”

She turned from him and gazed back out the window. She pulled the shawl more tightly about her
shoulders.



“When will hecome?’ she asked.

C left through the arches of San Souci and went out to face the Mercurian night. He thought to go to his
office, but instead found himsalf wandering the corridors of the lower levels of Bach. He kept to the
shadows out of habit, and you might not have even noticed aman passing you if you had not been
looking directly at him. Or perhapsyou could not look directly at him. If you tried, you might find
something uncertain in your gaze.

He was puzzling over acipher in hismind. It was atask he had set himsdlf two years before. He had
chanced upon something that looked very like asecret code one day in his relative youth when he had
cracked open apecan. Instead of nut meet inside, adip of paper had falen out, asif the pecan werea
fortune cookie. Like agood operative, he had memorized the message and then eatenit.

It had said, smply, “Cluein Clare”

It had been a pecan Lace had handed him to open, but there was no way, of course, she could have put
the message in there. No one could have put it there.

It wasimpossble.
Theimpossbleisinconcealvable.

C wandered on into the darker and darker reaches. There was so much to think about, al at once. He
was not aman given to despair. If that had been the case, he should have falen into oblivion centuries
ago. He was not a man given to despair, but he was confused. Thiswas not often the case. There were
hidden variables he was dedling with here. Whed swithin whedls. It was either that, or he was going mad.
He did not discount that possibility.

Sometimes he missed talking with dear old mad Tod. Now there was atrue lunétic for you.
Perfect for this mad war, thismad time.
Hewas glad the old booger had escaped.

And, in that moment, C hit upon the missing piece to his puzzle. He sopped waking, looked around. He
was standing a hundred feet from his office. It was enough to make you believe in predestination. Pure
coincidence, though.

“I haveto find thisLeo Sherman,” C said, to no onein particular.
And then, he thought: I’ll get to the bottom of this.

Everything is pure coincidence, but it al hasatwisted sort of logic. It isamatter of finding the right key.
And, then, everything becomes music.

PART FOUR
HOW THE SKY CAN BURN

One



It was agood thing Leo knew when the transmitter pod would brake, becauseif he hadn’t they would dl
have been caught by surprise and pasted into the outer wall of the pod. Asit was, they got ready and
found aparticularly thick part of thefiber to put behind them. Outside, areceiving tube would suck them
in, according to Leo, and they would dow down asthey did down its length to docking.

And that iswhat happened. Slowing down was not as hard as speeding up had been, athough Aubry
supposed that exactly the same physicd forces were involved.

And then, just like that, they were there. Nirvana

Leo got adoor to pucker open, and they walked out into the light of afusion-lamp sun. It was aways
day in thisbolsaof Nirvana, Leo said, and the light was dways on.

“Then the Parleyman said to me * Come to the wasteland and be sure to bring the cheese,” “ Tod said, as
they came out of the access corridor they had taken from the Nirvana Integument. They had steadily
grown heavier astheir spin rate increased in the corridor, and now they stepped onto agrassy lawn with
Earth-norma spin under their feet.

Across the lawn was awood, and from the wood, people emerged.
“Amazing,” sad Leo. “Every timeit works, I'm amazed.”

The people were getting nearer, and Aubry felt an unfamiliar warinessin her ssomach. It had been weeks
since she' d seen anyone who wasn't out to catch or kill her. She did not know these people. Shefdlt the
weight of her pistol against her back, where she had it secured in the waistband of her pants. Then the
people began to run, and she tensed, ready for anything. But it was Tod they were running toward. When
they reached him, they dl gathered around him in acircle. There were even of them, seven women and
four men. They all held out their hands and bowed, not deeply, and not dl at the sametime.

“Old bone dancer,” they each said, asif it were agresting.
“James threw up and Ettiene got the big pieces,” Tod said, after they were finished.

L eo seemed to recognize one of the men, and he signaled Jill to come with him to say hello. He waited
until the man’s bow was complete, then touched him on the shoulder. “Franklin,” he said.

“Leo! What aday! Y ou brought him, you goatmother!”

“Hereweare,” said Leo. “A little worse for wear. Where are Otis and Game?’

“Enthdpy,” said Franklin.

“Wow,” Leo replied. “But we haveto tak.”

“Yeah. Ther convertsaren't stoned. We can talk in the virtudity. Let’ sgo to the village. Y ou hungry?’
“Sure”

“Who arethese?’ Franklin said, looking at Jill and Aubry. “Y outh and youth.”

“Thisis Aubry and Jill. JlIl isthe onewho saved Tod' sass.”

Franklin fixed Jll in his gaze. His eyeswere adark brown and his skin alighter shade than they were.
“Thank you,” hesaid. “From dl of us”



“You'rewdcome” JlIl sad.

Then they went into the woods, where they found acircle of huts. Food was brought to them—steaming
rice and vegetables. It was delicious. Leo seemed to know everyonein the“camp,” but Aubry kept close
to Jill, and once she found hersalf unconscioudy holding Jill” s hand.

Leo returned from talking to a group of people and sat down beside them, egting his rice with chopsticks.
They dl had water to drink.

“Thisbolsaiscaled Oregon,” Leo said. “They’ ve had troubles. Problems coming through the grist.”
“If dl these people are Friends of Tod, then why wasn't he here in the first place?” Aubry asked.
“They’ ve been preparing this place for him for nearly seventy years. There are some pretty rich Friends.”

“Who are these people?’ Aubry said. She' d been wanting to ask this question since they arrived, and
now it burst out.

“The Friends of Tod are the nerds who run the world.”
“Nerds?’

“Technicas, Aubry. Grigt engineers. Algorithm programmers. Security consultants,” said Leo. “The
people who created the patternsfor the first free converts are here on Oregon.”

“What are we doing here? Are we going to stay?’

“That depends on what Otis and Game haveto say,” said Leo. “| think they are seeking avision to guide
them. But the thing about these Friends vis ons—they usudly turn out to be common sense.”

While they were eating, Otis and Game came into the hut where they were sitting. Jill knew it was them
because the Friends who were there greeted them by name. The two stumbled about and went to a
corner and collapsed together.

“We re meeting withthem 7’ said Jil.

“With their converts. They just |et their bodies be affected by the drug.” Leo smiled what seemed a sad
amile, Jill thought. “I wish | had known how to do that back when | was having my problemswith
enthalpy. But the red problem wasme , of course, and not that | was an e-head.”

After they ate, they went to another hut, and Aubry could fed that this one wasthick with grigt. It wasa
type she' d never experienced. And when they entered the virtuality, she redized that what she had
sensed was heavy-duty encryption algorithms—and something even stronger. They appeared as anest of
vines and tree branches surrounding them. Thisvirtual space was aforest clearing with acircle of sone
on which they could sit, and ablue-white fire burning in afire pitin the middle. A pipe was passed
around and everyone took apull. The smoke tasted abit sweet—not at al like tobacco or any herb. And
it seemed to have the effect of making her very clearheaded.

Severd of the Friendsthey had met were present with virtua likenesses, including Franklin. Otis, who
was aman, sat on one side of the circle and Game, afemale, sat on the other.

“Old bone dancer isnow with us,” Otisbegan. “You canfed himinthegrist.”
Severd of the friends nodded.



“We have seen,” said Game, “that it isthe timeto light him up and smoke him. Aswasforetold, soit has
cometo pass.”

Severd of the Friends broke into applause. Game let it die down, and then continued. “But with freedom
comes aresponsibility. And that iswhy we are here today.”

JIl glanced over at Leo. He seemed genuindly puzzled.

“Thetime has comefor coditions,” said Otis, taking up where Game left off. “For the forging of
dliances”

“Excuseme,” Leo sad. “But what do you mean about firing Tod up and smoking him?’

“Ah, yedf littlefaith,” Otissaid. “Did you not know of the specid property of time towerswhen they are
used in a certain manner prescribed by wisdom and science?’

“I know that they can’'t be co-opted by other intelligences,” Leo replied.

“Yes,” said Game. Her voice was abaritone purr. “ And that effect can be spread out, dl over a
self-contained grist space. Nirvana, for instance.”

“So Amés can't get in here on the merci, or through the virtudity at al? Tod can act asasort of jamming
sysem?’

“It has dready been done,” Otis said, pointing to the vegetation that surrounded them.
“I'll be damned,” muttered Leo. “ So thetime towersredly have ause after dl.”

“The Director isaware of this, aswell. Other time towers are being put to despicable uses. Tortured,
forced aboard warships with minimal food and water, and used as merci-jamming devices.”

“Theproblemis,” Otissad, “we are pacifists.”
“Conscientious objectors,” Game added.

“We can jam the grist, but we cannot fight off a physica invasion or rescue the other time towerswho are
imprisoned. Our fighting would cause Tod to go mad.”

“Don’t want to make Tod mad,” said Leo. “He might become sane.”
“Now you' re cooking with gas,” Otisreplied.

“So we have come together to talk this,” Game said.

“Because we saw no answer in the enthal py.”

And the Friends began to talk among themsalves, in low voices. Aubry, Jill and Leo sat sllently and let
them go at it. After maybe half an hour, the talk became a murmur, and then died out.

Otisand Game turned smultaneoudy to the travelers. They fixed their eyeson Jill. “We need help,” Otis
sad. “Your help.”

Jll was slent for along time, but Otis and Game kept looking steadily at her.

“I have strangefriends,” Jll findly said.



“Any friends of yours,” Game said, “arefriends of ours”
“And what will you do for me?’

“Wewill hdpyou.”

“Help me do what?’

Game laughed and, for thefirst time, the woman seemed to Aubry . . . not evil. But extremey knowing.
Full of frightening knowledge acquired by arcane methods.

“Weknow who you arelooking for,” Game said to Jill. “Wewill help you find Alethea.”

Again, JiIl wasslent for along moment. Her expression barely changed, but Aubry had spent enough
timewith her to see that she had cometo adecison. It was Jill’ snose. It twitched—very dightly, but
noti ceably—when she was concentrating closaly on something. Aubry suddenly had a strong urge to

scratch Jill’ snose, but managed to fight it off.

“How can | get word to my friends?’ Jill asked. “Provided | want to.” She approached the fire, warmed
her hands. Sometimesthey ill looked like pawsto Aubry, they were so small in comparison with most

peopl€’s.
JlIl sghed. “We re just abunch of rats and ferrets and other vermin.”
“We can do something about that,” Game said.

“We know alot about grist and how it cohabits with biology. We know how to break the lockout
codes.”

“We?’

“Haven't you guessed who the Friends are yet?’ said Leo. “ They are the oneswho wrote your codein
thefirg place”

“I can’'t answer for dl therats, then,” Jill said, “but the ferrets are ready to fight.”
“Wadl then,” said Otis, smiling around at the circle of Friends and fellow travelers. “ Good death to usdl!”

Therewas generd gpplause. Aubry didn't joinin. She gazed at Jll, who kept on grinning, running her
tongue over the sharp tips of her teeth.

Aubry was not sure exactly what had happened in the clearing, but one thing she was certain of—she
wasn't going to bejoining her family anytime soon. She had redlized this on the trip, somewherein the
back of her mind, but it was only now that she began to consider it asacold, hard fact.

She must have been appearing gloomy for the past few days after the meeting, because finaly Leo came
up to her and asked her to go for awak with him in thewoods. The treeswere al evergreens here, and
the path was dim. It was amost asif they’ d stepped into twilight.

“Eveninaplace wherethelight shinesdl thetime,” Leo said, “ people work it out so that they can havea
place for ashady existence.” They walked about half amile, and then Leo spoke again. “Okay, kid.
What' s bothering you?’



“I don't know.”
“Y ou missyour folks?’
“Yes. And my brother.”

Leo dowed hispacealittle“l’m sorry about that,” he said. “I didn’t know | was going to be taking you
on such amarch when | pulled you away from your dad. | honestly thought we' d hook up with the
Friendsat Tod s place, and I’ d pass you dong to the ship that was smuggling the half—ree converts of f
the Met. Jesus, | hope that ship got off dl right.”

“Didn’'t you know whereit was?’
“Nope. We weretrying to keep that info compartmentalized.”
“Y ou think maybe they got caught, don’t you?’

Leo stopped walking for amoment, took a handful of needles from anearby young fir tree. “Yeah, |
think they probably did. Améswas just moving too fast for us.”

“I heard you and JilI talking about what you think hisred plansarefor the free converts.”
13 Y$11

Then anew thought entered Aubry’smind. “Oh God,” she said. “Then my mother’ s escape ship was
probably caught, too.”

Leo winced. He said nothing. Aubry felt asif someone had just kicked her in the somach. All along she
had been imagining her mother as having escaped. Separated from the family, but away on some ship.
But the truth was probably much worse. Theworst of dl.

“Oh, no,” Aubry said.

They walked alittle farther, but Aubry felt asif her head was spinning, and she had to stop. They sat
down, their backs againgt atree. Aubry wanted to cry. Shefelt the tears building. But nothing came.
After awnhile, she swallowed and reached over and held Leo’shand. “1 can't believeit. What wasthe
name of that place? The place they are sending free converts?’

“Noctis Labyrinthus.”

“Then she' s probably there.”

“Wedon't know that.”

“Comeon, Leo,” Aubry said. “You can't keep something from meif | aready know it.”
Leo squeezed her hand abit tighter. “ Y ou’ ve got me there, kid.”

Aubry sat for awhile, trying to think. There had to be something—something she hadn’t thought of—but
all she could think was that she had to get her mother out of there. She had to get Danis out.

But I'm deven, Aubry thought. I’ m eleven. The number seemed to echo in her brain.

And, damn it, something was bugging her. Something was pressing into the small of her back. She
redized it was the particle gun Jill had given her, and indsted that she dways carry.



Even an deven-year-old could pull atrigger and kill somebody. That wasn't so hard. And Aubry wasa
dead-sght am.

Y ou don't shoot people just because you don't like them, Aubry thought.
Unless those people are trying to kill your mother .

“I'm going to learn everything | can about fighting,” Aubry said. “And then I’m going to get my mother
out of there.”

They returned silently through the shadows of the trees and stepped back into the fake sunlight of
Oregon.

Two
from
First Constitutional Congress of
the Cloudships of the Outer System
April 2, 3013 (e-standard)

atranscript

C. Lebedev: My dear Bestrice, have you heard none of what has been said? Or, failing that, have you
had aramble through the merci lately? He intends to haveit all.

C. Bedtrice: But Elgar Triptych has specifically promised usthat no hodtilitieswill be directed at us.

C. Lebedev: Yes, the Directorate’ s envoy has been doing agreat deal of talking lately. A great dedl. If
we areto believe him, al of the outer planets welcome Ameés with open arms, and only their evil, illega
governments prevent the citizensfrom rushing into hisarms. | will tell you how it ssemstome. That isdl |
can do. You will have to decide between me, whom you have known since you first ventured out to the
Oorts—and Sefior Triptych, who strikes me as being a greet deal wider than heis deep. Hereiswhat |
haveto say: We have anavy, and we areit. The outer system has no military craft of its own to speak of.
They haven't needed any—we have been the de facto policers of the spaceways for generations now.
We are blocked—bl ocked!'—from Jupiter. Now, Sefior Triptych calls this atemporary measure not
directed at us, but it doesn’t matter itsintent. We are effectively cut off from haf our capital, and dmost
al of our army. | am speaking of the Federd Army of the Planets, which must be our infantry—for we
have no other. The Situation is grave, Cloudship Bestrice, grave. | do not wish to cry doom in these
proceedings, but the time to act is before us. Now! If we lose the army, we may have lost al hope. Our
first order of business must be to bresk the Jupiter blockade and get our armyout .

C. Bestrice: But that would be as much as declaring war.We would be the aggressors!
C. Lebedev: Can you be so naive asto truly believe so?

C. Bestrice: Those people are not our army . . . they belong to al those ragtag settlers. Thelittle people
who cling to their little moons. What do they have to do with us?

C. Lebedev: Yes, | believe those are the exact words of Sefior Triptych. If you really believe them, then
we are done for. Amés has aready won. It isaclassic strategy to divide and conquer.



C. Bestrice: But surdly you are not saying thatwe needthem ? We are merely debating whether or not to
do them afavor.

C. Lebedev: Cloudship Bestrice, if we do them the favor of saving their hides, they may return that favor
sooner than you think, and save ours.

C. Beatricet WE Il make him mad. Very mad.

C. Lebedev: Of whom are you speaking?

C. Bestrice: Amés, of course. The Director.

C. Lebedev: Heisnot my director.

C. Bestrice: But he Il hurt us. My children. HE Il hurt my children. ..

C. Lebedev: We must take the children away. Far away. Along the Dark Matter Road.

C. Mencken: Y ou go too far, Lebedev. We are not nearly to the point of discussing such athing. Please
confine yoursdlf to the question at issue.

C. Lebedev: Very wdl, Mr. Chairman. | expect to begin with perhaps fifty shipsfor anavy. Wewill train
those, and then see what we' ve got. They may not make a formidable enough force to break through the
Jupiter blockade. We can but try.

C. Mencken: And where do you expect to get these ships?

C. Lebedev: | shall take volunteersto begin with.

C. Mencken: To begin with! Are you suggesting we ingtitute conscription?

C. Lebedev: | don’t know. There might be—

C. Tacitus: Maybe | can be of alittle service in answering that question, eh, Lebedev?
C. Lebedev: Tacitus! You're herel

C. Tacitus: Just got back from my little trip in toward the sun. Want meto just add afew wordsto
your—

C. Lebedev: Yes. .. Yes, catanly. Perhaps| got too carried away. Things are not so dire, yet, it could
be...

C. Tacitus Thank you, friend Lebedev. Ladies and gentlemen, we are not talking about forcing anyoneto
do anything, let me assure you. The question before usisasmple one. Let us not get confused by
objections and points of order or disorder. Arewe, or are we not, going to transform our Council of
Shipsinto the Congress of our native solar syslem?Y ou probably al know where | stand on thissinceit
was | who ingtigated these proceedings in thefirst place. Now, among us, | am one of the few who has
actudly gone sunward and had alook at the Situation there. It is not so good. Not so good. Neptuneis
fighting tooth and nail. Jupiter isrefusing to surrender. These are the voices of the people crying out, not
sometinpot dictator’ s defiance. | have dready told you what |, persondly, witnessed on Triton. A city
torn to shreds. Over a hundred thousand souls—logt, killed. Families. Their homes destroyed. If he
merely wished to punish the government, and not the people, then why did Amés order arip tether
dropped on New Miranda? No, | think we can al see what isgoing on here. We are a pretty smart
bunch. Maybe too smart for our own good, | sometimes think. Perhaps we should have recruited some



idiots just to balance things out, but now it’ stoo late for that. We are not more than human, as some have
suggested, and neither are we less. What we areis an dite. We have the privileges of an dlite, but with
those privileges comes responsibility to our fellow humans. Come on, people! Nobody knows wherethis
will dl lead, where things are going. Maybe Ameés will back down, maybe naot. |, persondly, doubt it. But
| do not know the future. All anybody can know isthe past and the present. Isal we have done for
nothing? It isafoundation. What we have to do now is start congtructing the building. If we haveto fight,
we fight, but that is not what we rereally about here. What we are doing is something far more important
in thelong run. We are deciding whether or not democracy has had its day. Whether or not the human
raceisjust too tired of it al to ruleitself anymore. Do you want to be the person who, at the tail end of
history, said yesto that proposition? Who said yes, | am tired—won’'t somebody please tell me what to
do, what to think? Do you want your children to remember you as the one who decided that it was best
for them to answer to the will of another for the rest of their lives? Austen has pointed out that it is
economicaly impossible for usto run awvay. Twain has shown the absurdity of compromise with Amés.
Lebedev has given you someideaof the task before us. But what | want to do isto convince you of the
respongbility we have, asthe best and brightest. You're dl here for areason. It isn’t an accident that any
one of you isin the Oorts and one of our number. Now is the time to show that we are not merely a
bunch of clever fools, but that we actudly are the intelligences that we claim to be. Wetake slly namesto
avoid thinking too highly of ourselves. To keep asense of humor about us. We are going to need that
sense of humor, let metell you, for these are grim times. But et me suggest to you that these names mean
something else, aswell. No—that they can mean something else. They are a promise that we make to
ourselvesto live up to. They areagod we set for ourselvesto achieve. And most of dl, they arethe
better selvesthat we know are somewhere inside of us. We may never bring that salf to the outside, but it
isour lifelong task to try. And | am ahistorian by trade. | tell you that people are going to remember
these names, and they are going tojudge us by them . What people? Our children, and their
children—on down thelong line of time. It isthe only certainty | know of—memory and judgment. Are
wewho we claim to be? Y ou may fool yoursdlf, and you may fool the times, but you can’t fool history.
And that is because history isthe result of who you redlly are. History isyou, writ large, until the end of
time. We should consider that every day, but we must consider it now, in this chamber. What we decide
here today matters, and matters completely. Think on this, and God help usto make theright choice. . .
Mr. Chairman, | yield the chamber.

C. Mencken: Thank you, Cloudship Tacitus. Now . . . er, isthere any more debate on the point of
order? None? Then my ruling isthat | overrule my last ruling. If you people want to talk till you're bluein
the gills about whatever you want to, well, I'm here to help, not to hinder. Let us return to debate on the
resolution. Cloudship Tolstoy, | believe you are next.

Three

Theory had expected to fed agreat many conflicts after killing hisold lover, but, the truth was, he felt
nothing for her. She had effectively killed any emotion that remained in him by what she had doneto and
with their son.

Finding space and occupation for the five hundred new arrivals from Saturn would have been alogistica
nightmare for most, but Theory handled it with the same efficiency he brought to the myriad other tasks
that he was assigned. Figuring out what to do with the boy was another matter. In that area, efficiency
meant nothing.

The child was, for the most part, uncommunicative. Theory had enlarged his quartersin the
virtuaity—what he thought of as his private space—to accommodate the boy. He had provided games
and learning modules and tried to ingtruct the boy in their use, but the child just looked on with his crazed
eyesand did nothing.



Theory worried about his safety, for Theory must necessarily be gone long hours, and the survelllance
subroutines he set in place were easily subverted. They were not designed to detain, merely to keep a
watch. For atime, Theory thought to share himsalf out and keep a double presence, both a work and at
home, but this proved to be taxing, for he was often employed in tasksfor the Army that took dl of his
attention and computing ability. In the end, there was nothing for it but hire ananny or to leave the child
aone. Theory could not conceive of ananny who might understand the child, and he felt that it would be
better for the boy to have no attention at this stage than to have attention of the wrong sort. He did not
ask the child, but he expected Constants had put the boy through amost specid hell, and he was sure the
boy needed a careful easing into the normd life of anormal free convert.

Or perhaps he was entirely mistaken. He got no help from the boy as to the solution to the mystery. They
discussed, briefly, the matter of aname, but the child seemed honestly not to fully grasp the concept, so
Theory gaveit up until such time as the boy might choose his name with confidence, and not because
somebody el se made him take on one.

Asfar asthe matter with Jennifer Fieldguide went, Theory had dmost forgotten about it, when he got a
iff request from Captain Quench to meet himin the virtual space that the officers used asaclub for
convert portions and free converts to mingle during off hours. The place was done up in wood and
leather, with cuspidors and great brass ashtrays strewn about on oaken tabletops. There was an excellent
library of war literature lining one wall, both fact and fiction, and aong the other was acompletely
tricked-out bar manned by Hilly St. Johns, afree-convert immigrant from the Digphany.

Theory arrived before Quench, and ordered his customary Rusty Nail from Hilly. She set him up and
offered him asmoke, which he declined. Somewhere Hilly had erroneoudly filed away the datum that
Theory smoked, which he did not, and Theory, politely, never sought to correct her error. Quench
entered shortly thereafter in something of a huff. He sat down beside Theory and stated without
preamble, “Listen, man, | know we agreed to swap identities for anight, but that didn’t mean | gave you
liberty to set me up with another lover—and awoman at that.”

“What in the name of God are you talking about?’ Theory replied, till distracted by hislatest failure at
communicating with hisson.

“Why this Jennifer Fieldguide woman, Theory,” Quench replied. “ Shewon’t stop caling me. Clamswe
have an agreement to see one another again.”

Quench took a handful of nuts from the bar and threw them into his mouth al at once, and then said while
he chewed, “Theory, | gave you my body to go to the dance with, man, not to go bedding agirl with.”

Theory was mortified and could say nothing for amoment, then he picked up hisdrink and threw the
whole thing back himsdif.

“We kissed only, John,” he said. “I kept trying to tell her who | was—who Ireally was—but the moment
never was quite right. We were talking about free converts, and shewas being critica of them, amost a
bigot, and | didn’t want to reveal my nature because . . . because, damnit, | liked her, John.”

“Good God, Theory, thisisalittle much, don’t you think?”

“| certainly do,” Theory replied. “1 want to gpologize. It was a strange evening. | hadn’t beenin an
aspect’ sbody in avery long time. Perhaps| et the hormones affect me while wasn't paying attention. |
have just killed someone who once meant agreat ded to me.” Theory doshed hisown drink about in the
glass, consdered the fractd ripple smulation the virtudity provided on the drink’ s surface. 1 promise
you there was just the kissing, and no sex that night with Jenny.”



“Kissng isbad enough!” exclaimed Quench. “What would | ever tell Arthur if he should find out?’
“I’m sorry, John. | don’'t know what elseto say.”

Thisfinal apology seemed to mallify Quench, at least for the moment. He ordered a bourbon and water
from Hilly, and Spped at it distractedly.

“Wadl, Theory,” hefinaly sad, “the woman smply hasto betold, and that’ sall thereisto it. Now if you
inggt, | will do sothe next time she cals me—"

“—Oh, no, John. It's my problem to take care of.”

“Good, then, do it as soon as possible. | don’t know if | can fake my way through another call from the
woman. She seems nice enough, but she must be gullible to be fooled so easily.”

“I think sheismerdly young,” Theory said. “ Thereis something e se, though.”
“What?'

“I may want your help in breaking the newsto her.”

“How do you mean?I’ll not lie any moreto the girl.”

“No, not that. It'sjust . . . | want to see her again. That is, if it provesat al possible.” Theory had not
redlized, until just that moment, that hedid want to have at least one more conversation, and possibly
more, with Jennifer Fieldguide. But how to go about it?

“Perhaps we can arrange another meeting,” Theory continued. “But thistimein the virtuality.”
“Dowhat you like,” said Quench.

“No, you don’t understand. Withyou present, John.” Theory rushed onward before Quench could
protest. “Y ou would appear as me and | asyou, and after I’ ve broken the news to her we could sort of
... Switch.”

Quench downed the rest of his bourbon and stared a Theory with unbelieving eyes. “ Set me up another,
Hilly,” he said. “Let me get thisstraight, Theory. Wewould meet in the virtuality with you disguised as my
convert and me disguised as you? And what purpose would this insane scheme serve?’

“It will ease her into the knowledge that | am you and you are me, or rather than | am not you and you
arenot me,” Theory said. “If you seewhat | mean?’

“| see free-convert neuross.”

“Please, John,” said Theory. “For some reason, | don’t know why, Jennifer means something to me. |
don’t know if it'slove. It' scertainly not love, not yet. I'm fedling very confused at the moment about alot
of things. But | don’t want to destroy any chance | might have with her.”

“And you think this plan will make you desirable?”
“It' sthe only way | can think of that might slvage the Situation,” Theory replied.

To Theory’ s surprise, Quench threw his head back and gave one of hisbig guffaws. He laughed so hard
that he soon had Theory nervoudy joining in in sympathy, though Theory didn’t know what they were
laughing about. Findly, Quench calmed himsdlf and took adrink of his bourbon.



“Y ou know, we' |l probably be dead before we even get a chanceto try out your plan.”
“Itisadiginct possibility.”

“Just remember, it hasto end up with her being told what' swhat.”

“I promiseit will, John.”

“Well then,” said Quench. “1 wish | had been there for that kiss, after al. Sheredly hooked you, old
son.” He sgnaled Hilly, who was at the other end of the bar. “ Get this man another Rusty Nail,” he said.
“And keep’em coming until he has enough to close up his own coffin.”

Four

In ones, twos, and threes, JillI’ s animal s began to arrive in the transmitter pods. Most of them were
bedraggled, but they al perked up when they saw Jill. Soon the hut that the three travelers shared was
teeming with rodents and the hunters of rodents—all living in an uneasy peace out of regard for Jil.
Despite the extermination grist in the living aress, there were, of course, rats and other animasin the Met.

Leo had never liked them much even though he knew that there must be a place for them in the ecology.
He had dways had a secret fear of ending up in arat warren in the Integument and being eaten dive, but
whenever he saw them there, they had not been in packs. They lived, he knew, nearer to the occupied
aress, S0 that they could quickly get to garbage before it was eliminated.

Within two weeks, Game had conferred with Jill, and the trestments had began. The ideawasto grow
the animalsinto humans. It sounded entirely bizarre to Leo. He d heard of free converts saving up,
purchasing or renting clone bodies—that is, grist-made bodies with agrist matrix instead of abrain. But
he' d never even imagined anything like this. The coding that gave the rats and ferretsintelligence at al
was of the sort written by programmers, and not entha pically evolved, aswere the free converts. So
there was a double process going on with the animals. The computer coding inside them was put through
evolutionary processes a the same time as the Structure they were inhabiting—akind of brain-grist
continuum that was present only in the Carbuncle, asfar as anyone had ever discovered—was enlarged.
And the animal bodies began the process of dowly transforming themselvesinto humans.

The pace was st as quick as Game could make it, but it was going to take at least three months before
red effects would be seen. And the animaswere going to fed agood ded of pain asthe changes came
over them. Nevertheless, dl of them volunteered to undergo it. It gave them a better chance at survival,
and surviva was what these scrap codes were all about.

For awhile, Leo could see no placefor himsdf in any of these preparations. Leo was serioudy tempted
to get the hell out of here and take Aubry with him. But where would he go? Thiswas till the safest
place for adissenter and alittle girl who was wanted by the law.

And therewas Jil.

There had been a couple of steady girlfriends over the years, but once they understood that Leo’s
traveling itch would not be going away, that he would not be settling down to a repectable occupation
and that he was aways going to be more or less poor, they had drifted away. This aways surprised him,
because he' d thought he was picking out women who would understand these facts. He never made any
bones about it, but told them up front. And Becky had been a poet, even, even though, after their
breakup, Leo had to admit to himself that he’ d never much cared for her verse.

What Leo redly wanted was to keep traveling the Met until the day he died, seeing cool stuff and



showing people who he thought might like to share the experience with him. But that was al over now.
Leo was going to face what had to be faced. Hell, that was what had drawn him to the Integument in the
first place. The possihility of surprisein aworld that would literaly wipe your nosefor you if you let it.

Leo was grousing aong these lines one day when Otis poked hishead into Leo’ shut, and said, calmly,
“Uh, Leo, | think we have aproblem, man.”

1] WI,H?’

“A Department of Immunity ship is hanging nearby in space, broadcasting to us on an eectromagnetic

“Yiked”

“Yeeh, well, there ssomething dse. . .”

“What isit, Otis?’

“They are specificaly demandingyour surrender.”

“Mine?’

“They areinquiring after oneLeo Y. Sherman,” said Otis. “Unlessyour middle nameis—"
“It sYorrick,” Leo said, asinking feding lodging in his scomach.

“Taylor’sgot them on aradio in the common hut.” Otis smiled aforced smile. “Taylor would have a
radio.”

“Let’'sgo hear it,” Leo said. “Maybeit’ sTheo Sherman they want. He sdead.” Leo immediately wished
he hadn’t said that, though of course nobody here knew about his brother except Aubry, and she was off
at target practice with Jill.

It was arepeating message. There was no doubt—they were asking for Leo.

“Leo Y. Sherman, author of ‘ The Vas After Sunset,’” and other licentious tracts, is wanted for
questioning by the Department of Immunity. Prepare for a DI investigative team arriving at Port
B on Oregon Bolsa of the Nirvana Mycelium at systemtime 19:00. If Leo Y. Sherman is known to
you, you will provide him for immediate questioning. Thisis an official Department of Immunity
Edict. Disregarding it or its contents or aiding or abetting anyone attempting to disregard this
Edict is punishable by up to five e-years rehabilitative therapy or induction into DI Enforcement
Division uniformed service under Title Fifty-four Protocols. Leo Y. Sherman, author . . ."

Taylor turned down the volume and looked up from hisradio set with aserious face, but Leo could tell
he was pleased. He probably never got a chance to show off his ancient equipment which, from the look
of it, he kept in top-notch working order.

“Notice anything strange?’ Otissald.
“Yeah,” Leo said. “They didn't just comein here and nab me.”
“Exactly,” Otissaid. “What do you suppose it means?’

“What timeisit?’ Leo asked.



“WEe ve got an hour to get you hidden or away.”

JII came through the door. “What’ sgoing on?’ she said. “| suddenly got abad feding, so | came back
rHe_”

Franklin turned up his radio and the message repested itsdlf.
“What isan investigation team?’ Jill asked.
“Two sweepers and an aspect,” Taylor immediately answered, apparently up on hisDI lore.

“Wadll then,” said Jill, “that shouldn’t be much of aproblem. If someone can handle the aspect, | can take
out one sweeper and Aubry can take out the other.”

“Aubry?
“She needsthe practice.”

“Um,” said Taylor, “we retalking about Department of Immunity Antipersonne Sweepers here, right?”
“Arethey the kind designed for riot work?” said Jil.

Taylor looked at her. “Usudly not, on an investigation team,” he said.

“Thenit should be even easier,” Jill replied. “1 think you should let them dock.”

“What do you think, Leo?’ Otisasked. “It'syour assthat’son the line, too.”

Leo ran hishand through hishair. AImost like I’ m preparing for agoddamn holiday visitor of something,
he then thought ruefully. “If they think * The Vas After Sunset’ is prurient, they ought to read my article on
Mudim whorehousesin New Tangiers Bolsa,” he said. “But there's something odd about this. Let’sdo
it, but let’s be careful. | want to be there’—he looked at Jill, who frowned, but nodded yes—“in case |l
can do something to defuse the Situation.”

“Or you might get yourself killed,” Otissaid.

Leo smoothed hishair down again, asif by reflex. “What did you say back in that meeting in the clearing?
‘Good death to usal? Let usgo seewhat’sup.”

Five

They met the DI crack secret-police team with an official delegation of two women under twenty,
fifty-two rats, and five ferrets.

It was not much of afight.

From Leo’ s perspective, behind atree, everything seemed to be over in amatter of seconds. Aubry had
been tense, but expectant, anxiousto try out the techniques Jill had been teaching her to fight the
sweepers. She was armed with two pistols—a proj ectile semiautomatic and a beam weapon—and a
twelve-foot-long pike that Leo knew was charged up with decoding grist and high-voltage eectricity of a
aufficient amperage to fry the guts of awhale on old Earth.

Thank God those Tromperstompers have rubber soles, Leo thought, looking at Aubry’sincongruous
kid' s boots. And then he thought: Mr. Graytor, look what I’ ve done to your daughter. That thiswas afar
better way for Aubry to turn out than being dead did not make Leo fed any better. She ought to bein



school, wondering what the big dedl iswith boys, and learning whatever it was smart kidslike her studied
at eeven. Trigonometry and Camus or something.

The Department of Immunity team debarked, and were headed down the path that led to the huts, when
Aubry and JII smply ambushed it. The two sweepers responded precisaly on cue by extending their
knockout gas wands, and had gotten it right up the nozzle. Meanwhile, the rats and ferrets swarmed the
human, subduing him only. They wanted thisone dive.

After the smoke had cleared, Leo came out from hiding to find Jill and Aubry standing over the man—it
was aman—with pistols pointed at his head and chest. Even though arat was menacingly on his shirt
collar, helay prone on the ground and made no move. About a dozen Friendsjoined Leo inacircle
about thistableaul.

“Keepyour handsinview at al times” Jll said. “I wouldn't like to have to kill you, but | will.”

“I believeyou,” the man mumbled. He didn’t seem anxiousto excite the rat by moving his Adam’ s apple
too much.

JII made afunny whistle through her teeth, and the animasthat had swarmed the man left him and faded
back into the underbrush. But Leo could gtill hear them there, rustling around. It wasthe first timethe
rustling of rats had seemed like a comforting sound to him.

“Stand up,” said Jll. The man promptly did so. He was amedium-built man, at least Sx inchestdler than
Leo. He had on gray pants, awhite shirt, and agray traveling coat. He could have been anybody. He
was Caucasian, with pale skin. A clean-shaven face, abit angular. Hair in acurrent style.

Thisisthe most nondescript man | have ever encountered, Leo thought. He caught the man’s gaze.
“I am Leo Sherman,” hesaid. “What isit you want with me?’

The man motioned with his head to one of the dead sweeper units. “ That was unnecessary,” he said. “I
was prepared to disable them.” Helooked at Jill and Aubry. “But effective.”

“Please answer my question,” Leo said.

“I would like to speak with you in private,” the man said.

“Theseare my friends”

“Yes. That is gpparent. Nevertheless, you may either kill me or spegk with mein private.”

Leo congdered. He pointed to Jill. “She will be present,” he said. “And her,” he continued, pointing to
Aubry.

“Of course,” said the man.
“Let’sgoto my hut, then.”

They al tromped back through the forest, Aubry and Jill keeping the man covered at every step of the
way. They sat cross-legged on matsin the hut, alow table in between them. The man kept hishandson
top of it. The man sat down alittle cregkily in the cross-legged position, but didn’t seem to be in too
much pain. Therewasn't much Leo could do about it in any case. The Friends were not big fans of
chairs.

“| am apecid assistant to Director Amés” the man said. “My duties chiefly involve intelligence assets



and covert operations, though | am not part of the Department of Immunity, but operate in my own
persona sphere.”

Hetook out apack of cigarettes, dmost getting himself shot in the process.
“Do you mind if I smoke? It has been long, and | used to like them so much.”
“Jll will light it for you.”

Jll took the pack, checked it out, then flicked a cigarette, pointing it away from everyone. It wasa
regular cigarette, and theflicking motion lit it.

“Better not let some of the Friends see you doing that,” Leo said. “ They have ancient smoking taboos.”
“That will not matter soon,” the man said.
“What isyour name?’

“That does not matter, either. Y ou may call me C. People frequently do.” The man took along, long drag
on his cigarette, let out the smoke, and sighed. “1 am here not at Amés's behest, but for my own reason,”
hesad.

“And what are those?’
“I should have said ‘reasons,” actudly,” C replied. “May | take something out of my coat pocket?’
“If you do so dowly and infull view.”

C nodded. He reached into his coat and dowly removed what looked for al theworld like an oil lamp
from the ancient days of Arabia. It was about the size of hishand.

“This” hesad, setting thelamp on thetable, “isme.”
“You?

“Thislamp, you will find, isquite heavy. It is made of an extraordinarily dense grist matrix. Indgdeitisa
copy me, complete and entire, in al essentia functions.”

“And you're giving thisto me?’

“| am entrugting it to you. | am asking you to serve as an envoy for itsdelivery.”
“Towhom?’

C took another long drag, then breathed out. “To your father,” he said.
“What?' said Leo. “What did you say?’

“Y our father—Colond Roger Sherman of the Federd Army of the Planets Third Sky and Light
Brigade”

The man sucked in on his cigarette, finished it, ground it out between hisfingers. Had he just smoked a
cigarettein three long pulls? Apparently so, Leo thought.

“Tell mewhy you want meto do this,” said Leo.



“Itiscomplicated,” said C. “May | have another cigarette?’
Jiflithimone,

“What it comes down to, though,” he continued, “isthat because of me, Ameés has a huge intelligence
advantage over the outer-system forces, and over you.” He looked at Jill. “Y ou are, by the way, the only
partisan resstance whom | take serioudy.”

“Wadll, thank you,” said Leo. “| guess. But that does not explain why you are doing this.”

“Let’sjudt say | want to even the playing field,” said C. Another amazingly long drag on his cigarette. A
long breath out. “Y ou see, Amésis holding awoman | love hostage, and using thisleverage to demand
my services. | am caught in avery effectivetrap in that regard, and the only possible avenue | seeto get
out of it isthis desperate measure.” Helooked at thelamp. “Besides,” hesaid, “it will beinteresting to
have aworthy opponent.”

“Areyou that good?’

“My services brought about the immediate surrender of Uranus,” C replied. “False modesty would serve
no purpose here, and, in any case, prideisnot aviceto which | am susceptible. When you are
consdering operations against me, you should use curiosity asalure. | am an extremely curious man.”
Another drag. “In any case, | can do no more at the moment than to beg that you do as | request.”

“Y ou could tell uswhat Amés knows about Nirvana,” said Leo. “And when, and if, he plans an attack.”

“That | will not do,” said C. “And | am afraid that you would be unable to forceit out of me. In fact, you
might endanger yoursdlf by doing so, if you could. It isessentid that the Director does not find out yet
that | am aturncoat, and if you began using intelligence information that only | am privy to, hewould
redizethisimmediatdly.” Another drag. “Amésis an intelligent man, and extremely tenacious. He has
enormous resources availableto him, aswell.”

“So, | antotakethis. .. copy .. .to my father. Isthat what you want?’

“You are, by far, the best choice for amessenger,” said C. “And, as an incidenta bonus, this might serve
to hed therift between you two.”

“How thehdl do you know about that?’ said Leo.

C did not reply. He only smiled benignly. Leo looked for something sinister in hisface, but found nothing.
Of course, that didn’t mean it was't in hissoul.

“And you expect usjust to let you go? If you are so important, then killing you or keeping you hostage
would seem to bein our best interest.”

“Oh, no,” said C. “1 won't be going anywhere.”

“What do you mean?’

“| can't possibly return and report to Amés. He would know immediately what | had been up to.”
“Then...what?

“Don’'t you see?’ said the man. “Y ou will haveto kill me.”

“But...”



“Don’'t worry. Amés has a backup copy.” C again meticuloudy extinguished and destroyed his cigarette.
“May | have another?’

Leo digtractedly indicated that Jill give him one. Leo Stared at the oil lamp. Wasit agodsend or atrap?
Therewas no way to tell without analyzing it. C seemed to read histhoughts.

“It will only work for Roger Sherman,” C said. “It israther strongly encrypted, and | believe that not
even your best hackers would stand a chance. They may try, of course. | have alowed for that
possibility, and doing so will not kill them.”

“Y ou seem to have thought of everything.”

“Let ushopethat | have.”

“And how is my father supposed to activateit?’
C gmiled. “How do you suppose?’

“Rub it three times and make awish?’

“Just rubbing it will do thetrick.”

Leo looked carefully at the man. He redlized that C was not so nondescript after dl. Hiseyeswerean
amazing color of green.

“So what do you want? Firing squad?’
C sghed, smoked, sighed again. “Anything will do,” he said. “Will you deliver the copy?’
“I could let you be killed and not tell you,” Leo said.

“1 do not need closure,” C replied. “I have died before. Besides, | have read dl of your work and
formed something of an opinion of your character. | don't believe you would do such athing, unlessit
served ahigher purpose. Y ou are not acruel man.”

“1 suppose not.”

“If it will makeit any easier, | will do thekilling part mysdlf. But | would like awegpon of some sort. |
can do it bare-handed, but the processis messy and painful.”

Leo stared a him. C camly smoked his cigarette down again.
“I don’'t know what to say.”

“Thereisnothingto say,” C replied. “ After | am gone, you should put my body into the transport ship and
set it adrift. Do not send amessageto Amés or anything of the sort; it will only needlesdy cal attention to
yoursalves. | have aready compromised Nirvanato some extent, obvioudy, but thiswas necessary. L et
it go no further.”

C smoked. Leo watched him. The cigarette was soon done. “Waell then,” said C.
“All right,” said Leo. “Let’sgo back to the docking port.”

They walked quietly back through the woods. When they got near to the portd, C said to Jill, “1 would
rather the child not seethis. She will see plenty enough, soon enough.”



“You areright,” Jill replied. Leo thought he might have heard acatch in her voice. “But Leo should stay
with her.”

C stopped waking. “Y es, that would be better.” He turned to Leo. “Will you make the delivery?’
Leo smiled. “Let’shave asmoke.”

“Do you smoke?’

“l used to,” Leo said. “Back when | was ajuvenile delinquent.”

The two men stood and smoked.

“It would be worth taking that thing to the ends of the universe,” Leo said, “just to seethelook on Dad's
facewhen | ddiverit.”

“Thank you,” said C.
“Who areyou redly?’ Leo ask. “Where do you come from?’
“My nameisClare,” theman said. “Clare Runic. I'm just an average joe from Earth, same asyou.”

They finished smoking. Leo stayed with Aubry, while C and Jill went farther up aong the path. The last
Leo saw of the man, he was rounding a bend. C did not look back. He disappeared in the trees. A few
minutes later, asingle shot rang out.

Six
from
First Constitutional Congress of
the Cloudships of the Outer System
April 2, 3013 (e-standard)

atranscript

C. Tolstoy: Mr. Chairman . . . | don’t know what to say. | came here today expecting to witness another
gathering of idiotsand knaves. I’'m afraid | don’t have such ahigh opinion of the ot of you asold Tacitus.
| have seen alot of history mysdlf, and the one lesson that it has taught meisthe futility of what we do. |
have moved farther out the Road than most of you, and believe me, it wasn't to explore. If you want to
know thetruth, and even if you don’t, it wasto get away from the ot of you. And not just you—
everybody. But | haveto say | have never seen amore arrogant, gullible bunch than you are. Honorable
Cloudships? We' redl floating coffinsin space. Now some of you may know that | and my family tend
the graveyard, so | know whereof | speak. We stay out of your way, and you stay out of mine—until the
time comeswhenyour business becomesmy business. But | have afeding that the times are changing,
and you and | are going to be bumping into one another more often. Now, I’ m not talking about dying.
All of you think you won't, and dl of you will. No, | have another meaning. | do believethat it istimefor
me and my boysto comein out of the sticksfor awhile. | have listened to what has been said, and I ll tell
you. | think the time has passed for doing adamn thing, and the fate is upon you. That’ sright, you heard
me! Old Tolstoy and hissons are joining up. Y ou want anavy, Lebedev? Well, hereare your first
recruits. We re on our way right now. | sure as hell hope you' re ready for the thirteen of us.



C. Lebedev: | would be.. . . will be honored.

C. Mencken: Now, just aminute. Nobody said anything about starting up the navy just yet—or ever.
Areyou done, Cloudship Tolstoy?

C. Tolgtoy: I'm through with whatever | had to say.

C. Mencken: All right then, who is—

C. Markham: Lebedev, I'mwith you. Tell mewhereto report.

C. Kafka: And me, too, Lebedev. | hope | don't regret this, but herel am.
C. Bernhardt: Do you need entertainers?

C. Lebedev: | don’t know . . . | hadn’t given the matter—

C. Mencken: Now that isredly enough. Thisis not agoddamn rdly or recruitment center. | am afraid
that if anyone ese volunteersfor the navy, | am going to have to erase you from these proceedings and
you won't be alowed to vote on whether we have anavy or not! Now where thefriggin’ heck did | put
that gavel? All right. The resolution, ladies and gentlemen, the resolution. And we' re only talking about
the preamble at that. Now, I’ ve quitelost the order . . . whoisnext . . . Cloudship Lao Tse? No, it is
Cloudship Lorca. Yes—

Chamber Sergeant: Mr. Chairman!
C. Mencken: Yes? What isit, Sergeant Mann?

Chamber Sergeant: A messenger, Sir. An emergency messenger has just reported in to the foyer
Secretary. It seems she came in person because the merci was jammed.

C. Mencken: Camein person?Itisn’'t aship?

Chamber Sergeant: No, Mr. Chairman. It isaMgor Antinomian, sir. She hailsfrom Jupiter. Claimsitisa
meatter of the greatest urgency for the entire Council.

C. Mencken: Jupiter? What? Urgency . . . very well. What ataxing day thisisturning out to be, and we
haven't even passed any taxes yet. Nobody think that was funny? Ah hell, show her in, Sergeant.

Magor Antinomian: Mgor Clarabelle Antinomian of the First Army of Europa, Sir.
C. Mencken: Welcometo this chamber, Major. What can we do for you today?

Magor Antinomian: | have an urgent message from General Changer on Europa, sir. For delivery to the
entire Council of Cloudships.

C. Mencken: Wdll, herewe are. Ddliver it.
Magor Antinomian: Half the army istaken prisoner, Sr. Onemillion soldiers.
C. Mencken: What' sthat you say?
Magor Antinomian: Half the army istaken, and Ganymede asfdlen!
Seven



C woke with agtart, somewherein the recesses of LaMola. It only took him amoment to redlize what
must have happened.

Améswas standing over him.

“Oh, dear,” said C. He sat up. It was the same body as before, a cloned copy.

“I am afraid that you badly underestimated the partisans,” Amés said.

“Yes. Obvioudy.”

“I am going to have to punish you for that,” said Amés. “No more viststo the memory box for awhile.”
“I understand,” C replied. “Do you know what happened?’

“Y ou were murdered. Execution style.”

“Oh.”

“| want you to pay specid attention to the partisan terrorists,” said Amés. “| want their threat iminated.
Now we both have reason for it.”

“| agree.”

Ames helped C to hisfeet. C wasalittle shaky for amoment, but quickly had control over his new body.
In astrange way, he felt refreshed.

“Comeon,” said Amés. “Y ou have work to do.”
Eight

Roger Sherman wastired, but awake. He had been tracking theMontserrat for hoursnow, using the
most dapdash, jury-rigged remote sensing gpparatus any commander had ever employed in space—of
that, he was sure. The merci was out, which prevented a great many methods of detection, but it so
provided the clue he needed to find his quarry. For the range of the jamming had proved very specific. It
was broad in places, but ceased in others. They had even managed to listen in on some vinculum
broadcast and get some Met news when they’ d gotten outside the jamming area. Sherman had also
immediately contacted Tacitus, and learned that he wasin the midst of a congtitutional congress. He had
sgned off quickly and promised to let Sherman know how it dl came out. Sherman wanted to limit how
much was broadcast by histroops over the merci, so he had severdly limited histime with Tacitus, as
well. Contact with army troops at Jupiter, and Sherman’ simmediate superiors, had been impossible.

But they had dowly, methodicaly mapped out the effectiveness area of the jamming, and had found that
it was shaped rather like adumbbell, with abig globe at each end, and anarrower shaft down the
middle. And at the moment, Sherman and theBoomerang were groping down that shaft. Hewasn't sure,
but it was agood bet that the jamming device—which might be on theMontserrat hersdf—was at the
epicenter. In any case, he wasn't taking any chances. The troopsin the hold were on full aert, ready for
ingtant deployment. And Sherman was using every stealth measure he could remember from his study of
warships and space battles.

There wasn't alot to go on. Mostly war games and practice maneuvers. There had never been amagjor
battle in space, after dl, not in the over athousand years humans had been outside Earth’ s gravity well.
With theBoomerang ’ sisotropic coating, they were effectively masked from e ectromagnetic means of

detection. Well, of course, the drive could not be so masked, but unless theMontserrat were snesking



up behind him—a possibility that he was fully taking into account—no one would see his ship. What he
was more worried about were the grist-detection pockets. Any competent commander would have
strewn them dl about his position, setting up, in effect, aseries of three-dimensiona membranesto which
only he would have the map. Therewas redly no effective way to avoid these, but Sherman wastaking
the gamble that the jamming would jam those defenses, aswdll, and he was staying within the“bar” of the
dumbbell partly for this reason.

He suspected that the jamming would taper to a point at the ship or jamming device location. He
serioudy doubted that they would alow their own communications to be compromised in such away.
But the technology was new to him, and he had no idea how it actually worked. And nearly fifteen
hundred lives depended on his guessing correctly.

They moved onward through the void, nearly amillion kilometers from Neptune, Pluto-ward. The
Boomerang would top out at one-one-hundredth the speed of light, but he was going nowhere near that
fadt. Inthefirst place, such speeds required millions of kilometers of run-up. But the object here wasto
be as sneaky asafox, not asfast asajaguar.

Working with hisfree-convert officers, Sherman had devised agravimetric detection system that just
might work. Light would pass through the DIED ship, but it would be dightly bent by the ship’smassin
the process. The bending was extremely smdll, but itwas present. Using grist astrolabes that were
specialy modified by ateam of engineerson Titan led by Gerardo Funk, Sherman was attempting to use
thelight of the stars and planetsto “see” the enemy ship. Funk had seemed confident, but such athing
had never been done before—had never been attempted. It was thought that the gravitationd lensing
effect was so infinitesmal asto be utterly impracticd. It could be that they were right. The Third Sky and
Light would know soon enough.

Therewas aso the idea, put forward by Theory, that they might detect extremely small bursts of
Hawking radiation from the ship. Theisotropic coat acted, in many ways, like ablack hole, and the
“virtud particles’ that the vacuum was continualy generating might be affected. Theideawasthat a
virtua positron-electron pair would spontaneoudy generate next to the coating, and one particle be
ingtantly shunted around the ship by the quantum processes involved in the weak force that the coating
employed. The other particle would then shoot off into space—and be detectable.

It was al guesswork, hopes, and prayers—and Sherman always assumed that his opponent would be
praying, too, to negate that advantage.

“Anything, Theory?’ Sherman said. Therewasawal display, and Sherman could ingtantly go into the
virtudity if he redly wanted to have alook. Why the jamming device cut off communications but did not
shut down the loca action of the grist was another mystery yet to be solved, but Sherman was thankful
for that smal blessng. Without it, hewould have lost hisfree converts, and navigating the ship would
have been impossible.

Sherman went into the virtuaity and checked in at the hold with his captains. Every space-adapted
soldier in the brigade was standing in full readiness. Nine hundred seventy-eight soldiers, with another
four hundred six in pressure suits. Againgt what? He knew that theMontserrat had deployed therip
tether, so could not have the full complement of troops adestroyer was capable of carrying. But perhaps
they had packed infive or ten thousand. He was estimating the highest odds, ten to one againgt him, just
to be prepared.

What was he overlooking? What had he forgotten?

“Quench, whereisthat man we pulled out of space? Our young hero?’



“Sergeant Neiderer, Sir? He' son knit channd V9.”

“Neiderer?’ Sherman said, and then redlized he' d neglected to make the mental switch over to the
correct channel. Getting jumpy, Sherman. Stand fast. Quench, tactfully, said nothing about his colond’s
mistake. Sherman changed channels. “ Sergeant Neiderer?’

“Yes...Colond, Sr?’

“I want your thoughts, son.”

“My thoughts, Colong?’

“Comeinto the virtuaity for amoment.”

Neiderer, appeared before him, and Sherman redlized that thiswasthe first time he' d ever seen the man.
He hadn’t redlized that he was black.

“Y ou're the only one of uswho has faced the enemy face-to-face.”
“I only faced atether, Sir.”
“Yes Well. Tdl me anything you' ve thought of. Any ideas or gut fedingsyou have.”

Neiderer immediately reached up and scratched hisnose. “1 don’t know anything in particular, Colondl. |
wish | could help you. Just agrunt, Sr.”

“Just agrunt with two weeks of k.p. duty if you don't cut it out with the false modesty, son.”
“Yes gr.”
“Now just talk to me for moment.”

“All right, gir. | .. . I’'ve been thinking about Charon. | used to work there, in awarehouse out on the
surface. Um, | had agirl. She split . . . we broke up, | mean. But I’ ve been thinking about her alot for
the past couple of hours. It wasmy last girl whowas't . . . well, shewasmy last girlfriend, ar.”

“Goon, Neiderer”

“Her name was Carol. Erased the only picture | had of her, damniit. | lost my job at the warehouse, and
I, uh, hit kind of alow point, Colonel. Redl low. Lost just about everything, including my mind.”

“But you snapped out of it?’
“Yes, gr. | joined thearmy, sir!”
“Uh-huh.”

“| was thinking about hauling those barrels around on Charon. It was low-gee, so we could pick up some
redly big ones. Made mefed like an ant carrying abig moth or something. Not that I’ ve ever seen that
but on the merci. Anyway, the big problem wasn't the weight, but the inertia, Sir. An object at rest likes
to remain at rest, my team boss used to say. And onein motion likesto stay that way. So we had these
tethers”

“What?’

“These pieces of eastic. We' d hook two of those barrels together and move one of them, and the tether



would stretch out, then the next one we had to move wasn't nearly so hard to get going.”
“But you put the same amount of energy into it, either way.”

“| don’'t know about that one way or the other, Colond,” Neiderer said. “All | know isthat it was easier.
But what | was going to tell you wasthat, after work or during break, me and the others would get to
playing with those tethers and ding oursalves dl over the place. Y ou could do some fancy gymnastics
when two people were roped together that way. It wasfun ashell, sir. | was thinking about those days.”

Sherman sighed. “ Sounds like agood time, soldier,” he said. He was a bit embarrassed that he had
caled Neiderer away from hismenta preparationsfor battle for such asilly conversation, but, of course,
Sherman did not let his embarrassment show. “Well, Say ready.”

“I will, Colond.”

“Digmissed.”

Neiderer returned to his awarenessin the hold. Sherman returned to the bridge.
He sat down and considered the stars in the viewscreen.

Long stretches of empty night winding a body in, Myers had written.And the stars pinpricksin a
shroud .

Nine
TB wasworking on apoem. Then hewasn't.
“I can't,” sad TB. “I don’t know what to say about it, except that it hurts.”
Wasthis Ben talking, or Thaddeus? Who washe to say?

TB crumpled up the paper he wasworking on, then, recalling the shortage of energy to make another
one, carefully unfolded it from the bal he' d crushed it into.

He thought he might get adrink, and had gotten up to go and find some a cohol, when there was aknock
on hisdoor.

It was Bob. He invited himself in and sat on the shabby couch that also served as TB’ s bed. Bob had
brought aong hisfiddle.

“Why don’t we go out and get drunk?’ said TB. “I wasjust going to.”

“Good idea,” said Bob. “But | got to practicefirst.”

“Practice?’

“Thisfiddl€ sgetting rusty.”

TB wasalittleirritated. He liked Bob's playing quite alot, but he had been intent on getting that drink.
“Why can’'t you do that at home?” TB asked Bob.

“Home,” said Bob. “Where would that be?”

Shit, thought TB, with al these things happening, | haven’t thought to ask where Bob is staying.



“You don't have aplace?’
“Oh, | haveaplace ,” Bob replied. “Everywhere saplace .
“Whereareyou living, Bob?’

“You sure tak alot more than you used to,” said Bob. “But that’s okay, | guess. | just thought I’ d
practiceahbit, isdl.”

“Wdl, I'm not stopping you.”

Bob made no further reply. He smiled and put bow to fiddle. What came out was not one of Bob's usual
dancing jigs, but something dower, more Sately.

“Wherethe hdl did you learnto play likethat?’ TB asked him after he was done with the piece.
“I used to be the best mugician in the solar system,” Bob said. “But | got tired of that.”

TB laughed for thefirst timein many days. Maybe Bob wastelling the truth. Y ou never could tell with
him.

“What’ syour real name, Bob? Would | recognize it since you were so goddamn famous?’

“I didn’'t say famous. | said good.” Bob gestured with his bow at the paper on TB’stable. “ They used to
call me Despacio, back in the days of yore.”

TB took agood, long look at Bob.
He had to belying likearug.
Didn't he?
“V_\(/jhy don’t you let me practice alittle more, and you go on back to what you were doing?’ the fiddler
sad.
TB returned to the page with asigh, and Bob began to play. It was alovely tune, but sad—sad and
gately, with only alittle hopein afew bright notes. Somewhere in the middie of it, TB began to write.
He began to write anew poem about histime among the wounded and dying.

Ten

And amillion kilometersfrom Neptune, ared light flashed.

“We have them, Colonel,” Theory said. “ Gravitationa and virtua-particle confirmation and correlation. It
worked.”

From the sound of Theory’ svoice, Sherman thought the mgor didn’t even bdieve it himsdf. Sherman
wasinthevirtudity ingantly, floating in theBoomerang ’svirtua bridge, which was the counterpart of the
regular bridge, except that this one gave Sherman readouts graphically, represented in the air about him,
aclear view of the space around theBoomerang, and ingtant control of al ship’sweaponry. What it felt
likewas growing into agiant and hanging like awraith over his spaceship, ready to grab hisvictim.

TheMontserrat was severd thousand kilometers avay. And then the ship began to acquire form and
substance as Sherman and his ship drew nearer.



“Anti-grist deployed?”
“Yes, Colond.”
“Givememy captains.”
“Quench here, sir.”
“Machination, Colond.”
“Seighthand, Colond.”

One by one the companies reported in, and Sherman then went to officers broadband. “We ve located
our adversary,” hetold them. “Maximum readiness, ladies and gentlemen. WEe re closing on them.
Everyonein catapults. Wegponsfired up. All pissestaken.”

“Yes, gr!”

He returned to the bridge.

“I don't think they see us, Theory.”

“Not yet, Colond.”

“Stay in that jamming range aslong aspossible. | think it isour best friend right a the moment.”
“Yes gr.”

They closed further.

“Colond, the jamming fidd istapering. Part of the ship will be exposed in five minutes, if the current rate
continues.”

“Have we got the range for atorpedo?’
“Checking. No, gr, not yet. A few ten-klicks short.”

“| want to come out of thisfield with dl guns blazing, Mgor. Doesn't matter if we haven't quite reached
optimal range.” Sherman rubbed his stubbled face. “In fact, | want to emerge from anuclear exploson.”

“I'll arangeit with Captain Trigger, Sr.”

Sherman waited. A dead calm descended on him. He' d never felt so ill in hislife. Focused. Ready to
kill.

“Almogt there, Colondl.”

“All weagponsto forward.”

“Yes ar.”

Dead. Cdm.

“We rein unjammed space, Sr.”

“Hre”



TheBoomerang erupted like a supernova.
They sped toward the foe.
“Report!”

“Three torpedoes away. All cannon forward. Nuke to the aft, asordered . . . sir, we have ahit. Torpedo
three. . . no, gr. It'sgone through grist five klicks from the ship and ignited.”

Then Sherman saw it—the familiar blossom of antimatter combining with matter and both furioudy
annihilating one ancther. The pressure wave hit theMontserrat .

Most of the killing radiation was shunted by that ship’sisotropic coating, but something got through. The
Montserrat was rocked, and suddenly torqued at least forty-five degrees.

“Hello,” said Sherman. “We're here.”

“Sir, we' re cutting through severa layers of grist outriders with the cannon.”
“Moretorpedoes,” said Sherman. “When?’

“Ten seconds, Sr.”

“Right. Are my rocks ready?’

“Standing by in the materids catapults, Colond.”

Sherman had selected some prime specimens from Neptune' sring to arm hisrock thrower with. Each
rock was coated with the nastiest grist he had available, aswell. Evenif they got blasted apart they might
gtill do some damage as pebbles.

o, their vinculum transmissions have just doubled.

S0, they know we're here and are calling in to report.

A thought struck Sherman. “Theory, do we have full merci use a the moment?’

“Yes gr.”

“Broadcast this fight—broadband across the merci. Shoot me off a camera or make use of somegrist.”

“Yes, gr. Transmission is activated, Colond. Unlessthey find away to block it, everyonein the Met can
tunein. . . torpedoes armed, Sr.”

“Off with them!”
“Yes gr.”
More stresks through the darkness, homing in. But not to go home.

“Colond, we are closing on fire-down range.” If theBoomerang did not turn around and apply the
enginesin the opposite direction at that point, she would overshoot theMontserrat . Can't have that
happening, Sherman thought.

“Timeit, Theory,” hesaid. “I want to give them afaceful of our engines.”



“Yes, gar.”

Another antimatter bloom, thisone very close.

“Wasthat us?’

“Checking. Yes, ar.”

“Throw those rocks.”

“Catapults activated. Rocks away, Sir!”

A barrage of stonesleft theBoomerang , each flying a the ship’s velocity plus some.
“Fire-down range in two seconds, Colond.”

“Bring usabout.”

“Yes gr.”

TheBoomerang turned into acontrolled dide, with thefires of its antimatter-reaction enginesinevitably
boringinontheMontserrat .

Eleven

Carmen San Filieu and her officerswere madly trying to deal with everything at once on theMontserrat
bridge. It had al happened at once, and, worse, her meal had been ruined—thrown all over her. One of
the serving platters had also, unfortunately, decapitated her favorite steward.

But shemust react, or al waslost. She had already lost precious secondsin figuring out exactly what was
going on. It wastheJihad , come back to haunt her.

“Damage reports!” screamed Bruc.

“Number three cannon’s out,” answered the battle-station officer.
“How long until you can get me torpedoes?’

“Thirty seconds, sir.”

“Damn it. What about the materiad's catapults?’

“Weare carrying hdf aload, sr.”

“Get them ready!”

“Yes Admird.”

San Filieu gazed out, virtudly. Flashes, positronic fire, streaking torpedoes. The stench of burning grist
conveyed to her by virtud smulation.

And, worgt of dl to her mind—to her heart and gut—the whole sky was on fire behind theJihad . It was
asif the ship had arrived from the core of the sun.

The sky isonfire, she thought. How can the sky burn?



“They’rerounding on usin fire-down, Bruc,” said Captain Philately. “They’ re bringing their enginesto

“Here comesthe blast, Captain!”

San Filieu glanced over at Bruc. A stoic look had come over hisface. His eyes were set, but she noticed
thet hislower lip trembled dightly.

“Stand by,” Bruc said. “Stand by . . .”

Theblast from theJihad ' sengines hit. TheMontserrat was rocked to its foundations, violently wrenched
about—far worse than the origind blow that had upset San Filieu’ smedl. In the virtudity, there was
nothing but panic. A glanceinto actudity told San Filieu an even more dire sory. Bodieswereflying
about the bridge. It seemed to go on forever, asif astorm had hit and somehow gotteninside of ahouse.
San Filieu covered her head with her hands and closed her eyes.

When the shaking had stopped and she looked up again, Captain Bruc was lying at her feet, the side of
his face crushed in. She drew back with agasp, then suddenly held hersdlf rigid. “I will not loseit,” San
Flieusad. “1 will maintain.” Maintain. “Philately, take command of the ship!” she cdled out.

“Aye, aye, Admird!” said Philately.

Back into virtudity.

“All troopsto personnd catagpults!” Philately said. “ Torpedoes avay!”
“Torpedoes away, Captain!”

“Where are they?’

“Seventeen klicks. Fifty degrees, one seventy-five right ascension.”
“Cannon to bear and close.”

“Yes, maam.”

“Damage?

“We've...we velos dl but attitude control, Captain.”

“What?”

“All enginesdown, ma am.”

“Don’t let them know, Philately,” said San Filieu. “Fire atorpedo to &ft if you haveto.”

Philately looked at San Filieu. There seemed to be new respect in her gaze, San Filieu, thought. “Aye,
aye, Admird,” shesad. “Continue closng, hedm.”

“Yes, Captain. “
“Give me afull report on those engines.”

“Captain. . . checking . . . wetook adirect hit to the aft, ma am,” said the engineering officer. “No one's
answering . . . everyon€e sdead. Everyoneis dead back there.”



“What about my ship?’

“Maam?’

“Myship ! Isthe rupture seding?’

“Checking . . . yes, Captain. It is contained nine klicksto the rear of us.”

“Your rocks, Philately,” said San Filieu. “ Throw them!”

“But, Admird .. "

“Catapult those rocks, Captain!”

“Aye, aye, Admird. Rocks away.”

“Catapults activated. Rocks away!”

“Continueclosing.”

“Aye, aye”

Why did the little upstart question me, San Filieu thought. If only Bruc were here.

But hewas, sheredlized, bleeding and dead at her feet only one redity away.
Twelve

Sherman brought his ship about and so caught theMontserrat rock ondaught broadside. The ship shook
violently. If he hadn’t strgpped himsdf inin the actudity, hisbody might be atwisted ruin by now. But it
wasfine, hewasfine.

“Damage?’
“All ruptures sedling. But we lost number one cannon, Colond . Fifty-two casudties. Eighteen dead.”
“Damn,” Sherman said. “Bad luck, that turn. Close, Mgor.”

“Yes, gar.”

“Weapons to bear.”

“Torpedoes, gr!”

A white-hot streak through the space beside them.

“Diverted, Colond.”

“Good. Close.”

“Fifteenklicks. Ten. Five”

“Weapons, ceasefirel Ready the troops!”

“Weapons ceasefire, Sir. Troops at the ready.”

Sherman took another long look at theMontserrat . He couldn’'t believe what he was seeing. The DIED



troops were deploying into space.

“Too soon,” he whispered to the Met commander. “Too soon.”
“Theory, throw every rock we have at those soldiers!”
“Catapults activated. Rocks away!”

A greaming bloom of ring materid flew from theBoomerang . It met theMontserrat ’ stroops face on
and cut through them like adeadly blast of wind. Several of the rocks traveled on and pounded into
Montserrat hersdf.

“Give me atroop estimate on them, Theory.”
“Sorting through the dead, gir . . . sorting . . . two thousand seven hundred live and functioning, Colond.”
Less than two to one, thought Sherman. Not bad odds. Not nearly as bad as he' d feared.

They werelining up dong theMontserrat ’ saxis, getting into position for the fastest deployment of the
troops. And then they were there.

“Throw the troops at them, Theory.” Sherman quickly switched to broadband on the knit. “Good luck,
soldiers” he sad. “Kill the hell out of them.” Then he changed the channel back.

“Troopsaway, Sr!”

The two groups of tiny specks flew toward one another. The ships were too close to attack one another
without damaging themsalves, or the troops. It was hand-to-hand destruction now, with only supporting
firefromthe ships.

Death on ahuman scale.
Thirteen

Kwame Neiderer shot through the vacuum, pulling fifteen gees. He and the other space-adapted werein
thefirst wave. The pressure-suited reserve would be following behind at a more Sately acceleration. He
wasin charge of ten soldiers, and was now answering to Lieutenant Boxset. But Boxset wasa
greenhorn, and Kwame knew that it was he, Kwame, whom the soldiers would look to, when they
weren't looking to their own asses.

What the hdll, thought Kwame, dl | can do is show them whereto fire. Another two seconds, and they'd
bein range. There were explosionsall about him as the enemy’ s positronic cannon pinpointed soldiers
and fired full onthem. A particularly nearby flash of soundlesslight, and Kwame had logt Tiempos and
Cue. Damn. He had liked Cue.

“Let’sdoit,” Lieutenant Boxset said to Kwame over the knit in ameek voice.

“Ready armsand ready grist,” Kwame caled out over his prime sknit band. He brought his own rifle up.
They werein range.

“Freat will,” said Boxst.

The prime dammed into enemy lines, guns blazing. They were moving so fad, it wasimpossbleto tdl if
they’ d hit anyone. But to Kwame' sleft, one of his soldiers and aMet soldier collided head-on. Both



people exploded in abloom of goo and blood.
“About face,” Kwame called out. “ Use your rockets!”

He and the othersfired off two arm rockets into the direction they were traveling, then the equal and
opposite reaction brought him to a halt.

“ Attitude adjustments, and a them!”
That wasit for the orders. Now it wastime to carry them out.

Kwame searched nearby space for aDIED soldier to kill, and found one amost immediately. The man
was bringing agun to bear on Kwame, but Kwame was quicker, and he blasted the man’ s head off with
abeam of pogtronsfrom hisrifle.

Suddenly the knit was filled with backchatter, and Kwame blinked the volume down. He concentrated
onfinding anew target.

Firefrom above, just missing him. Kwame looked up, found his assailant, and fired one of histwo
remaining arm rockets upward. It streaked away, homed in, and took out the threat. Kwame did a quick
flip and checked all around him in space. Nobody seemed to have his number at the moment. Most of his
prime was concentrated nearby.

“Forward,” Lieutenant Boxset called. They set thelr attitude controls to rearward and began to advance.

Another enemy wave, and another. Five of his own soldierskilled around him. Boxset and another
lieutenant linked up, and then there were ten of them together again—advancing, dways advancing. It
seemed to go on for hours.

Kill.
Move forward.
Kill agan.

Behind him, Kwame knew, ashell of fortifying materia was congructing itself from the sprayed grist and
the silicates brought from theBoomerang ' s hold. Heavier artillery was being brought up to the fortress
shield. But Kwame dared not look back.

Two more DIED soldiers he blasted. Firefightsal around him. Then something pelting hisface, and he
covered up until it passed. It had been globules of frozen blood.

A blinding flash of light and Boxset was gone. He now worked for Lieutenant Chalk.

Then Kwame came up againgt something that resisted his moving forward. He turned his attitude jet up
full throttle, but he could not move.

“Goddammit,” he said, and punched out. It fdt asif hisfist had connected with abrick wall.

Kwame |looked up. Fifteen meters away wasthe hull of theMontserrat . He was connecting with the
ship'sforce-field envelope.

I’1l be damned, thought Kwame. We're there.

“Bring up those bores!” Chalk called out. Kwame turned around and watched as two long rods were



maneuvered toward his position. Thetip of one of them amost touched him, and he had to duck to get
out of theway.

“Watchit, soldier, that’ s hot grist!”
Kwame flew away afew meters and came to hover next to Chalk.

“Takeit through!” ordered Chak. The bore operator started his machine, and the rod dowly did through
the eem repulsion of the force field and moved inexorably toward the hull.

Then it wastouching.
“Bomb down the shaft!” said Chalk.

“Bomb away, Sr,” said the bore operator. “We ve got aplant.” Then, amoment later, “ Activation code
bounceback. We rein communication with the antimatter trigger.”

Chalk put both handsto his heed, asif he couldn’t believe what he was looking a. He was silent, but his
mouth was moving. Kwame redlized that he was communicating the news up the command chain.

And then, they just stayed there. Minutes passed. The battle flashed and burned around them, but the
three of them seemed to exist in an envelope of calm.

| could go to deep, Kwame thought. But then I’ d miss everything.
Inthe midst of fire and destruction, Kwame waited patiently to see how it would al turn out.
Fourteen

San Filieu paced about the bridge. At one point, she amost dipped in Bruc' s blood and fell down, but
she caught herself and managed only to stain the top of her boot.

“Admira, we haveto make adecison,” said Captain Philately. “ Sensors have confirmed the bore.”
“No,” said San Filieu. “No.”

“Admird, they have given usthree minutes”

“Hewon't forgivethis” said San Filieu. “Hewon't forgive me.”

Shefindly sat down in her command chair and tugged at the strands of her hair that had come undone.
Her hand came away and she redlized that she’d pulled too hard. A hank of her black lockswasin her
fingers. She dared at it intently, twisting and worryingit.

“Admird?”

“I won't surrender. | will not give up thisship.”
“Admird, they haveus.”

“I will not.”

By dl rights, she should contact Amésimmediately and request ingructions. But she couldn’t doit,
couldn’t face him.

Thiswasthe end. He wasn't going to punish her. He wasn't going to torture her.



He was going to execute her.

Of that, San Filieu was certain. The king, she had failed the king. How could she have done this? What
had she missed? On New Catalonia, al wasin ruins. She was married to ayounger man who despised
her. On Mercury, her bed would grow cold. And here. . . here, in this godforsaken hellhole. Thiswaste.
All waslogt.

It wasimpossible. Thisdid not happen to Carmen San Filieu. Carmen San Filieu maneuvered her way to
victory. Shewon. She watched otherswrithe at her victory.

Amés was going to tear her from her very skin.
“I can'tlet him,” San Flieu said. “1 can't let him do that.”

There had to be away. There had to be away to save face.He was going to cut away her face . There
had to be. The grist matrix. It was here. Aboard theMontserrat . If the matrix were destroyed there was
no way that Amés could get to her. If the matrix were destroyed, al the converts and aspectswould die
with it. That was one way to shut downaLAP.

On Mercury, she sat up in bed among twisted satin sheets, biting her tongue to keep from screaming.

In New Catalonia, she dropped a pitcher of water and it shattered at her feet. Busquets looked at her
with contempt.

“It' sabluff,” shesaid ontheMontserrat .

“But Admird,” said Philately. “We have confirmed it. They have bored through the shields and placed
antimatter charges.”

“It' ssome sort of bluff.”
Philately walked up to San Filieu and made her meet her eyes. “ Admird, itisnot,” she said.
San Filieu did not reply.

“Admird . .. Admira, we are receiving communications. | am putting it on the speakers, ma am,”
Philatdly said.

“Montserrat,thisis Colond Roger Sherman of theBoomerang . Y ou have fifteen seconds to surrender.
It is not necessary to be destroyed. Listen to me, whoever you are: | will do this unlessyou surrender.
Ten seconds. | implore you,Montserrat commander. Five seconds. For the love of God! Montserrat?
Montserrat? ”

San Filieu whimpered. The strands of her hair broke in her hands.

“Montserrat, the charge has been activated,” said the voice. “1n ten minutes, your isotropic damping will
be overcome and ablast stronger than anuclear weapon will rip gpart your ship. If you have any means
to evacuate, | suggest you useit. Save your souls. | am sorry. Sherman out.”

San Filieu thought she might go to her cabin now. Therewas still some good wine left. Good red wine, if
the bottle hadn’t broken. If so, she might swallow the glass.

She stood up. Captain Philately wasin front of her, again looking her directly in the eyes.
San Filieu redlized that thiswas probably al Philatdly’ sfault, after dl. It wasn't fair that Bruc had been



theoneto die.
“I am going to save you the anguish of the wait, Admird,” Philately said.
“What? Captain, | don’'t havetimefor you now.”
Philately leveled aparticle pistol at San Filieu.
“Philatdly,” San Filieusad. “Youidiot.”
Then therewas abright tunnd of light.
Pretty and hot.
And then nothing.
Fifteen

Sherman watched the hulk of theMontserrat as his soldiers were gathered in. He could not believe that
the ship had not surrendered. Had he been in asmilar Stuation, he would have immediately sood down.
Someone had told the Met soldiers what was about to happen, and they were surrendering en masse,
begging to be taken aong on theBoomerang . He supposed he could find room for them. Guarding them
would give Theory and the captains alogistics problem, but nothing they weren't up to. Everyonedive
could have been saved, but that wasn't going to happen.

“Colond, we are receiving amessage from theMontserrat ,” Theory said.
“Putiton.”

“Colond Sherman, thisis Captain Philately of theMontserrat . | have just killed Admird San Filieu, but
her convert portion isstill dive and will not let usleave the ship. | don't suppose thereis anything you can
do to get my ship’s personnel of f?’

“Good God!” Sherman exclaimed, then he continued in acamer voice. “1 can't sop the bomb now,
Captain. Thereaction has aready begun. It isjust amatter of time until it overcomes the effects of your
isotropic coating.”

((l %l”
“Do you have any of the keysto your lockout codes?’
“No, gr. They belong to the Admira. Thisis her flagship. Was.”

“Give me amoment, Captain,” said Sherman. He changed channdls. “ Theory, isthere anything we can
dofor them?”’

Theory was slent for amoment. Odd. He must be running through amillion optionsin hismind, Sherman

thought.
“I have only one suggestion, Colond,” Theory findly answered.
“Wha isit, man?’

“We might be able to override the copying restrictions on their algorithmic portions and bring them all
over through the grist asfree converts,” Theory said. “I have some new hacking software provided to me



by Gerardo Funk, the engineer from Titan.”
Sherman relayed the ideaito Philately. It only took her amoment to reply.

“Areyou sure? We have an immediate self-erasure clause coded into our convert portions. It is
supposed to keep usfrom, well, deserting.”

“Wedon't know,” Sherman said. “But it'sdl | haveto offer.”
There was amoment of slence, and then came Philately’ s answer.
“We'reready,” Philately said.

“Then cometo me,” Sherman said, “and save what you can.”

The next twenty minutes were filled with such intense activity, that Theory had to remind Sherman that the
Montserrat was about to blow. They had got in the soldiers and the POWSs, and taken the convert
copies of theMontserrat personnd into theBoomerang *sgri<t. It had worked.

And now the ship was away, twenty thousand klicks from the destruction that was building behind them.
Sherman turned his ship around, but left enough momentum to aft so that they continued receding from
the doomedMontserrat .

“Thirty seconds, Colonel,” said Theory. They waited and watched.

“Ten”

Hefdt his scraggly beard, grown thicker now. Soon he might actualy be presentable.
“Five, four, three, two, one—"

TheMontserrat becameabadl of fire, far, far brighter than the sun.

All wasslent, of course.

The shock wave took out the observationd grist, and Sherman’ s perspective shifted outward, grist line
after grigt line. By the time the radiant energy reached theBoomerang , it was only agentle breaker,
rocking Sherman’s ship likeawave on acam sea.

The jamming, Sherman thought. It isover!

“I mugt cdl Dahlia” hesad. “Andtel her that | ill live”

“Wadl,” said avoice behind Sherman in the virtudity. “What a plessant surprise.”

Sherman spun around, his pulseracing.

“Cdmyoursdf, my boy. It'sjust me,” said Tacitus. The old man held out his hand. “Congratulations.”
Sherman took a breath and got hold of himsdlf. He reached out and took the old cloudship’ s hand.
“He asked me not to announce him,” said Theory. “I’m sorry for the shock, Colond.”

“Quitedl right, Theory,” said Sherman. “Y ou’ ve been perfect for too long, anyway. Take abreak and
joinus”



(is'r?l
“Let usdl 9t down for amoment.”

Three chairs appeared. Sherman found the one with the straightest back and took it. He had aways
hated mushy chairs. Tacituslit acigar, offered one to Sherman, but Sherman declined. It was enough to
rest, his hands on hislap. To Sherman’ s surprise, Theory took one of the cigars.

“The merci broadcast of the battle,” said Tacitus, “was amaster stroke.”
“What'sthat?” said Sherman. For amoment, he couldn’t remember that he’ d ordered it. “ Oh, yes.”

“It very likely got you agovernment,” said Tacitus. “\We were in session, debating a new metaplanetary
congtitution, the other cloudshipsand |. There was abit of fear and trembling. | don't suppose you've
heard. Ganymede hasfalento Ameés.”

“No,” said Sherman.

“But then we saw you fight. And we saw you win,” Tacitus continued. “ After you got that bomb into
place, we passed the damn congtitution with atwo-thirds mgority. Welcome to the new Solarian
Republic, Generd.”

“I’'macolond, gr.”
“No,” said Tacitus, “you are not.”
“Well,” said Sherman, “ So.”

Tacitustook along puff on hiscigar. He breathed out, and the smoke wreathed about him, obscuring his
face for amoment. Then Sherman could see him.

“Weare putting you in charge,” said the cloudship. “And | believe you' ve got anavy.”
“When,” said Sherman. “And how many?’

Tacitus laughed, and ashed his cigar. The detritus disappeared asit fdll, and did not dirty the floor of the
virtudity. In the virtudity, everything could be cleaner than life.

“Give me afew days—e-days—and I'll have your answer,” Tacitussaid. “In the meantime, | havea
message for you from the Congress of Ships. A question, actually.”

“What isit?’

Another puff on the cigar. “What isit, we were wondering, that you might need from us, and what,
exactly, were you planning to do?’

Sherman considered the old man. Was he five hundred? A thousand? The e-years did not matter;
Tacitus seyeswere fill young.

| hopethat | will once again have young eyes someday, thought Sherman.
“I wish you to give meyour trust,” Sherman said. “ And then let there be war between Amés and me.”
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Download: Update Your Personal Operating System
Héello, and welcometo your e-year 3013 interna software update!

From your interior clock, we see that you' relong overdue for anew version of your personal operating
system. The information we are about to download will be transferred faster than the speed of light —
ingtantly, in fact — into your grist pelicle and from there will go into permanent storage in your memory,
for recall a will [some delay possible over a 28.8 terabyte modem].

Wonder what it means?

We, the human racein al itsmyriad forms, will soon be entering upon a period of turmoil and
transformation. An empirewill riseand fall. Democracy will be put to the fire and hammered into an
amost unrecognizable form. Low deedswill be perpetrated and it will often seem that evil hasthe upper
hand.

Heroes will emerge from obscurity. Some will die glorioudy, while otherswill be beaten and broken. It
will beahard timeto bedive.

Yet it will beatime of incredibleingenuity and fervent crestivity. New scienceswill be born. Great
literature will be written. People who would have ordinarily never known one another will come together
to face acommon foe. Necessity will abolish prejudice, and humans will become brothers and ssters —
and, in some cases, lovers— with those whom they would scarcely have acknowledged as persons
before.

Don't worry. After your complete system update with theMetaplanetary Gazetteer you will understand
everything perfectly. Y ou will be ready for the next step on this, your journey to the e-year 3013.
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Metaplanetary: Glossary & Guide
THE BASICS
Met

The Met isthe system of gpace cables, tethers, and planetary lifts dong with al the associate bolsas,
sacs, amatures, and dendrites that comprise the human inhabited space of the inner solar system. When
seen from avantage point above the planetary ecliptic near the asteroid belt, the Met shineslikea
Spider’ sweb, wet with dewdrops, hanging in space between the whedling planets. The Met is made of
cables held together by amacroscopic version of the strong nuclear force. It isinfused with grigt. Initia
construction on the Met began in 2465 C.E.

The Science of the Met

By the early 2400s, nanotechnol ogists had united buckeyball constructions with super-conducting
quantum interference devices (SQUIDS) to create areproducible molecular chain that displayed
guantum behavior on the leve visible to the human eye.

The most important behavior that the nanotechnologica engineers were ableto produce, at least in
regards to the Met, isthe strong nuclear force. Y ou can picture it as arubber band connecting two
particles. The more you stretch the rubber band, the harder it pulls the particles. When the particles are
close together, the rubber band is dack. It isthis property of the strong force, operating on amacro levd,
that givesthe Met cablestheir ability to bend without breaking. Torque forces that would easily separate
material made of mere chemica bonds cannot overcome the strong force manifested by the buckeybal
SQUIDs, and the Met holds together.

In fact, thereis no known force generated by the turnings of the planetsthat is even close to pushing the
Met's structurd tolerances. If you live or travel inthe Met, you are as safe as you are on the surface of a
planet (which are, themsalves, held together, on the level of the atomic nucleus, by the strong force of
nature).

The Dedo

The space cable that connects the planet Mercury to the planet Venus. Aswith the other main cables, it
makes a tremendous loop around the sun — in the Dedo’ s case, aloop over the solar south pole. The
Dedo istraditionally acenter of high culture and finance, the“rich” section of the Met.

TheVas

The Vasisthe space cable that connects the planet Venus with the planet Earth. Aswith the other main
cables, it makes atremendous |oop around the sun— inthe Vas' s case, aloop over the solar north pole.
The Vasisthe most heavily populated portion of the Met, and the most urban in qudity. It housesthe
vast manufacturing complexes of theinner system. The Vasis hometo the enormous“lower middle
class’ segment of the Met populace,

The Mars-Earth Digphany

The Diagphany is the space cable that connects the planet Mars with the planet Earth. Aswith the other
main cables, it makes atremendous loop around the sun — in the Diaphany’ s case, aloop over the solar
south pole. The Mars-Earth Digphany isthe most diverse section of the Met, with a spinning bolsafor
amogt every culture known to humanity. It isalso, in away, the“suburbs’ of the Met, with an average



standard of living higher than that of the Vas, but not as opulent asthat of the Dedo.
TheAldiss
The space cable that connects the Earth to the Earth’s Moon. Thisisthe oldest section of the Met.

Nanotechnology

The manipulation of materids and processes on anano-meter level using tiny robotic machines (that is,
machines controlled by programming) which are themsel ves made of only afew molecules. Nanotech
was the big technologica revolution following the biotech revolution.

Grig

Nanotechnological construct that incorporates the Josephson-Feynman graviton detector invented by
Raphadl Merced. This nano, disseminated throughout the Met, enables instantaneous information transfer
over any distance which the nano is dispersed. Grist isalso aword used to describe nanotechnol ogical
congructsin agenerd way, whether or not instantaneous information transfer isinvolved.

Merced Effect

Theingtantaneous transfer of information between locations set at any distance apart by the use of
guantum entangled gravitons.

Merci

Themerci isthe union of grist with the old virtud redity “web” to produce an instantaneous medium of
communication and entertainment. It takes its name from Raphael Merced, the co-creator of the grist and
discoverer of the Merced Effect. The merci isinstantaneous and fully participatory (or not, if you decide
to voluntarily restrict yourself — for instance, to “watch aprogram”). The merci isacombination of old
time televison, the internet, the theatre, music, dl manner of performance, virtud redlity games, and
government.

Virtudity

Thevirtudity isvirtua redity withinthe grist. The Met is, in essence, an enormous quantum computer,
with ingtantaneous linkage through the grist. Distance is unimportant for most actions and thought. Every
timeislocd time. Thered “landscape’ of thevirtudity isthe complex interlocking of recognition and
transfer protocols, of security checks and system gatesand barriers. It isalot like being in an extremely
crowded city with abunch of skeletons and skeleton keysjostling about. In somewaysthe virtudity is
the shadow of the physical Met and the outer system, but in other waysit nothing like that at all.

HUMANITY
Humaen Being
Asof 3013 C.E., thefirst year of the war, almost adl of us have at least three parts to our make-up:
«  Agpect: Thebiological, bodily portion of anormal person.
«  Convert: Thedgorithmic“extra’ computing and memory storage portion of anormal person.

 Pdlide: The nanotechnologica grist that permeatesanorma person. The pellicle mediates
between aspect and convert portions of a person.



Free Convert

An atificid intelligence that existiswithout abiologica component. Most free converts are based upon
copies of the persondities of historica and/or living human beings, but some are generations removed
from thisfird iteration. All are capable of independent reasoning and action through manipulation of the
grist. What free converts can and cannot do islimited by their own programming and by the law. Before
the war, therewas aform of free convert “ gpartheid” in the Met. Thisdid not exist in the outer system —
athough prejudice did exist everywhere.

LAP

Large Array of Persondlities. If aperson makes multiple copies of him or herself and integrates these
personditiesto act in pardld viathe quantum interaction of the grit, you haveaLAP. Usualy these
various personas are copies of an origind “person,” and are mostly converts— dthoughitisusua for a
LAPto havethree or so clones, in addition to the original biologica aspect. A LAPcanbea
conglomeration of many physical bodies, many convert portions, or amixture of both. The convert
portions of LAPs are usually aplethora of programs and subroutines, al under amediator intelligence
which isacomplete replicaof the human persondity, along with whatever virtua controls and caculators

are necessary for proper functioning.

These Large Arrays of Persondlities are instantaneous networks, since they are linked by the merci and
the merci operates superluminally. The convert portions of LAPs are usually aplethora of programsand
subroutines, al under amediator intelligence which isacomplete replica of the human persondity, along
with whatever virtua controls and calculators are necessary for proper functioning.

By becoming aLAP aperson can lead multiple livesin multiple locetions, al a the sametime. He or she
might aso choose to concentrate dl those separate (but smilar) attentions on one task or way of life.
There are many different ways that LAPs have chosen to exist. The ships of the outer system, for
ingtance, arelarge-scale LAPswhich are essentialy, spaceship-and-crew, dl inone. BeingaLAP inthe
Met ismore like being asubway system or ahighrisein acity than being asingle person in one. Not
everyone can becomeaLAP. A sgnificant number of people have apsychology that will cause them to
go insane during the conversion process. Thisis normaly predictable and isusually avoided. The process
of becoming aLAPisquite expensve, aswell.

Manifold

A fully-integrated, multiply-differentiated LAP with ahighly diverse plethoraof persondities. A manifold
isaLAPof LAPs.

Time Tower

LAPsthat were the product of some of thefirst attemptsto create a manifold. Rather than being
“non-local” in space, asare most LAPs, the consciousness of the time tower is spread over time, so that
his or her present can span a decade of e-years or more. The ideawas to create a being who could see
into the future. Instead, the effort produced a species of utterly gnostic human persondities whose
Delphic pronouncements were of little practical use. Many time towers became the prophets and even
the“gods,” of offshoot rdigions, however. Time towers have very odd effectson the grist in their
immediate vicinity, and their presence can serve asaform of “firewd|” or barricade within the virtudity,
preventing — or, in some cases alowing — eavesdropping through the grigt. For this reason they were
highly valued during thewar.

Cloudship



Something like amini-Met in the form of a space ship. Usualy one controlling persondity inhabitsa ship,
but some are multiply inhabited. The cloudships traverse the outer system where they serve as bankers
and interplanetary transports (although there are d so plenty of non-cloudship shipsavailable, aswell).
Cloudshipstake the names of variousimportant historica or fictiona charactersin human history. They
condder themsealves humanity’ s elite, and are often a oof towards everyone el se. The cloudships arethe
magor political and economic power in the outer system. Cloudships began to be recognized assuchin
the 2700s, C.E.

From the Memoirs of Cloudship Lebedev:

We moved further and further out, always adding to our number in a stepwise process.
Frequently, pioneersto the outer system would, after a time of hardship, acquire their own ships
and, if we thought them suitable, we would ask them to join our consortium. Hardly anyone ever
turned us down. It was, relatively speaking, easy money, and a sure passport to LAP status.
Eventually, Tacitus and | reached the Oorts — the subject of my doctoral dissertation some three
hundred and fifty e-years before. We thought we could go no farther.

We remained there, and othersjoined us. After several years, a kind of society began to develop
among us. For the most part, we eschewed the merci and kept to ourselves, although we are as
able to make use of the merci as the next fellow. Mainly, we found that the programming did not
speak to our needs and was, generally, not to our taste. As | said, cloudships can be a snobby
bunch. And then the males and females among us began to explore the possibility of procreating,
as ships. Thisiswhat one does out in the Oorts with a great deal of time on one’'s hands.

There were, by this time, some grist engineers and quantum physicists among us of what, | do not
hesitate to call, genius status. They were called upon to perform the rather odd task of reinventing
sex —and in our case, sex asit might be carried out between hurricanes and storm clouds. By the
time a ship got to the Oorts, it had formed into a sort of miniature copy of the shape that galaxies
and nascent solar systems take. Fortunately for our children, those engineers and physicists were
up to the task, and even succeeded in adding a new sort of beauty to the process.

Now | won’t go into the exact specifics of cloudship courting and breeding practices here. Suffice
it to say they are complex, but dance-like. Most of us are spirals, and one has to maneuver the
tines of oneself within those of another without destroying that other in the process. Over time we
discovered that it is better for males to have cyclonal rotations and for females to have
anticyclonal, counterclockwise spins. Thisis entirely arbitrary, but a great improvement over the
old days, when sex could be quite dangerous.

THE SCIENCE OF CLOUDSHIPS
The Caamir Effect

The physical effect underlying the operations of cloudships, and founded upon the principle of quantum
fluctuation . This effect, discovered and experimentaly proven in the twentieth century, isaresult of the
fundamenta quantum nature of redlity, and it works asfollows: if two mirrors are placed a short distance
gpart, and facing one another, they will move, to asmal degree,toward one another. Thisdistanceis
imperceptible to the naked eye, of course, but it does, indeed occur.

Quantum Fuctuation

The physica property that accountsfor the“ Caamir Effect.” The most familiar concept usualy used for
demondtrating Heisenberg' s principle of uncertainty isthat of momentum and position. If you know one,
the other becomes unknowable to an extent equa (precisely) to the amount that you know its partner.



Another, lesser known, product of uncertainty isthe energy and time pairing. Taking thisinto account
mathematicaly resultsin the prediction that space — empty space— isactually teeming with a sea of
virtual particles, dl produced in pair-antipair combinations that are continualy being generated and

annihilating one another. Empty space can be polarized, and you can “make’ aparticle out of nothing.

A good way to picture the processisthis: think of space asastring on amusicd instrument. Now pluck
that string. Normal spaceisavery long string and its “vibration” corresponds to the lowest energy state
there can be. Now if you “fret” the string — say, with our two mirrors— you necessarily exclude certain
vibrations. The only vibrationsthat will occur between the mirrors are those whose wave engths it
exactly into the distance separating the mirrors. Thisis precisaly how afretted guitar string produces
different notes, and how, in asense, it “contains’ al notes.

The Caamir Effect in the Actua Universe

Now you will remember that al dementary particles are not actually particles, but are wave-particle
entities which have properties associated with both phenomena. With our mirrorswe might “play” an
€lectron upon the nothingness, or, more easily, a photon. But when we “play” onevirtud particle, the
othersare dl necessarily excluded. In effect, there are“more” possible particles on the outside of our
mirrors than there are between them. Thereisless pressure, therefore, pressing them out than pressing
them in. The mirrors move together. Remember that this hasnothing to do with gases or liquids being
between or outside the mirror surfaces. We are speaking of empty space.

Cloudship Propulsion and Weaponry

Cloudships have the ability to produce antimatter at any point on their surface, and to concentrateit for
firepower or propulsion. The processis begun by using the Casmir Effect upon tiny mirrorswhose sizeis
in the nanometer level. The mirrors are, of course, created and manipulated by the grist.

The Casmir Effect In Cloudships

Whileyou must “put in” energy in the form of setting up the nano-mirrors, so that the law of the
conservation of energy is obeyed, the energy that comes out is precise and focused. If you “fret” the
vacuum correctly (making use of the property of quantum fluctuation ) the energy produced can be
extracted in the form of a stream of anti-particles, which can then be lased into abeam, or used to
produce an annihilation reaction with matter. This operation is at the heart of a cloudship.

All of thisis done on ananometer leve by the grist. The mirrors we use are conducting plates of materid
that isasingle moleculethick. Thelasersare of agmilar dimension. A cloudship can enact this process
anywhere on the ship wherethereisgrist. To acloudship, it feesvery much like moving afinger or
blinking an eye. If you are watching from space, it appears asif abolt of raw energy has erupted from the
ship’ s surface (provided, of course, that that energy interacts with something aong its path, and so
becomevisible). A fully-energized cloudship is an awesome sight to behold.

Unlessthe cloudshipisaiming at you.
COMMON TERMS& COMMON KNOWLEDGE IN THE SOLAR SYSTEM
Bass

Thisisthe most common language spoken in the Met and in the outer system. It isacombination of
English and free convert information transfer protocols— that is, it is English strained through athousand
year long “information age.” While most people believe they are spesking Basis, there are, in fact,
millions of didects, aswell asdidects of dl the other human languages, many having only one or two



individuas as native speakers. This phenomenon is dueto the proliferation of “Brocagrist” throughout
human space. People have adaptive trand ation programs embedded in their brains. Because of this, you
can utter just about any sound you desire and, if it mentally correlates with an idea, image or other
language condtruct in your own mind, your pellicle can trandform it into standard Basis. The pellicle of the
person who islistening to you will receive and decode your words. Thisis normaly done without elther
party noticing the process or giving it any thought — and the practice has been going on for centuries.
Someone listening in on the Met who does not possess Broca grist will hear avast Tower of Babel and
wonder how anybody can understand what anyone elseis saying. Most peoplein the culturd dite
understand this problem, and attempt to speak a standard Basis not mediated by Brocagrist.

E-year

Along with e-month, e-week, e-day, these are time periods based on Earth’ srotation and orbit. The
standard measurement of calendar time in the solar system. Local timeisaso frequently referenced when
dedling with locd maiters.

Greenlesf

AKA “leaves” The monetary unit of the solar system. Theterm hasits origin in the Greentree religion,
which has a strong economic component, and as areference to theold U.S. dollars of Earth.

Rip
Sangin Met Bassfor “highly desrable, pleasing and stylish.”
SOLAR SYSTEM HISTORY

Amanda Breadwinner

Firg Chief Engineer of the Met. Bornin Dublin, inthe old E.U., in 2429, the daughter of American
immigrant writers. Construction on the Aldiss, the first space cable, was complete, 2475 C.E. Initid
congtruction began on the Mars-Earth Digphany.

Breadwinner continued on in her job until her retirement in 2511 C.E., coincidentaly the year of Raphael
Merced' s birth. She took the position as the director of the newly established Breadwinner Labs within
thefirst Met bolsato be constructed on the Digphany, Apiana. It was twenty years later at Breadwinner
Labsthat ayoung engineer named Feur Otto Bring, who suffered from incurable Tourette' s Syndrome,
would obtain hisfirgt internship in nanotech construction techniques. Bring would soon befired by
Breadwinner after questioning her parentage during alaboratory dispute. Bring would then end up at
Bradbury University on Mars, where he eventualy met Raphael Merced and the grist aswe know it
today was invented.

Beat MYG’S

Poet. Best friend to Raphael Merced. Founder of the“Hare Generation” of poets, and editor of the
poetry journd Flare , athough The November 2646 issue of Flare was dmost wholly devoted to
Merced s seminal paper “ The Teleological Congtant and its Relation to | nstantaneous Information
Transfer at aDistance,” accompanied by poems written by Myers. Myer’ s best poem is considered to
be“Old Left-handed Time.”

Bradbury University

The great center of learning in the Met. It islocated on Mars and was founded by Tacitus and Lebedev.
Thiswhere Raphadl Merced did dl hisimportant work. Before the war, it had falen far from itsformer



glory. Its greatest period was the 2500s C.E., when new discoveries and technologies, new systems of
thought, and great works of literature came pouring out of Bradbury. These were the years of Merced
and Bring, of Ravenswaay’ sAtmosphericsaga , and a hundred lesser, but no lessworthy, works of skill
and genius.

Chen Wocek
Raphagl Merced’ s mentor at Bradbury University.
ClaraMerced

Siger to Raphad Merced. Interplanetary geophysicist who wasthe first to explain why the solar system
planetsliein the same basic orbital plane.

Conjubilation of 2963

When Mars and Earth reach the closest point in their respective orbits, the Mars-Earth Digphany is bent
into avast U-shape, trailing high above the planetary dliptic. At the closest point between the two sides
of the*U,” atemporary bridgeisbuilt and afestiva isheld. Thisis known asthe Conjubilation, and it
occurs about every two e-years. The most important Conjubilation in history occurred in 2963 C.E.
Many important culturd and scientific movements had their originsin the event, but more importantly, a
series of demongtrations broke out againgt the old Federal Republic. Thesein turn had their beginningsin
themusic and art festival called the Merge. From the Merge arose the system of direct “ directorate
based” democracy that governed the Met until the war. The most important political figure to arise out of
the Mergewas aLAP going by the singular name of Ameés.

Containment Principles

Legdl drictures of the late 2300s and early 2400s C.E. that led to the Information Consortiums of the
2400s C.E., and to the genesis of the ECHO Alliance. They till have repercussionstoday, being the
precedent for the reproduction and expiration congtraints put on free convertsin the Met.

ECHO Alliance

Former government on Earth during 2400s C.E. — aconsortium of transnationd information brokers.
Growth and commerce, though duggish, were generdly steady. For the arts and sciences, however, it
was an era of stagnation and malaise. In the arts, the 2400s C.E. are known asthe Ironic Age.

Exiles Journey

The Exiles' Journeyisacompendium of essays, thoughts, and sayings by the artists and scientissswho
ran afoul of the Mercurian Endowment government in the 2590s C.E., and whose mafunctioning prison
ship accidentally fell into the sun. Contains Beat Myers s classic poem “Old Left-Handed Time” and
Raphael Merced' s aphorigtic “The Merced Synthetics.” Both men were on the doomed ship, aswas
Merced ssigter, Clara

Feuer Otto Bring

Nanotech engineer, co-inventor of the grist. Victim of incurable Tourette’ s Syndrome. Fired by Met chief
engineer Amanda Breadwinner after an outburst. Long-time collaborator with Raphael Merced. His
daughter, Katya, was afamous spaceship pilot.

Fifty Worlds to Sunday




A written exchange between Raphagl Merced and poet Beat Myers which attempted to codify an
aesthetic theory.

FUSE

Thelcelandic acronym for aterrorist group on Mars dedicated to the radical enforcement of free convert
rights. Destroyed by Roger Sherman’s command on Mars when he was a captain in the Federa Army,
even though he believed in many of their tenets. Sherman’ s company was known asthe Fever Blisters by
FUSE members.

Hubble-Penrose Platform

Ancient space station circa 2300-2400s in Earth orbit.

Mars Terraforming Experiments

Disagtrous attempt during the early 2700s C.E. to make the Martian surface inhabitable by un-adapted
human beings. Grist ecologica feedback problems doomed the project.

Mouseflowers

An early atempt to make bean plants “warm-blooded” to an extent using mouse genes implanted by
nanotechnol ogical means. See Psyche Toomsuba s comprehensiveArtificial Speciation and the
Genesis of Mammaliform Brachiation in the Legume Family , or Peter Ober’ sMouseflowers , which
isintended for amore genera audience.

Project Alsace-Loraine

A military adaptation of the “Mouseflowers’ experiment that produced infectious military nano that did
not obey the usud grist “harm not human life” overrides, Since it was designed to reengineer exactly the
human genome. Suppressed, the PAL virus was eventually rediscovered by Tacitus and used against
DIED forces on the Neptunian moon Nereid.

Raphael Merced

In 2511 C.E., onaMonday in April, as Martians reckon the months, the first scientist was born who was
not an Earthling, and who belongsin the pantheon of such figures as Newton, Einstein and Galileo.
Raphad Merced laid the foundetion for linking Eingtein’ s Generd Theory of Reativity with quantum
mechanics, and as such is congdered the father of quantum gravity theory aswell asthefirst theorist to
offer aprecise mathematics of time as a property of the universe. Hiswork with quantum gravity on an
experimentd basis dso reveaed the now familiar quantum information legp which has sncetaken his
name, the Merced Effect. Asif thisweren’t enough, Merced made mgjor contributionsto
nanotechnologica engineering, inventing — with Feur Otto Bring — the Josephson-Feynman grist which
now permeates dl of our lives. Merced can truly be consdered the defining scientific presence of our
time, in much theway Albert Eingtein defined the science of the five hundred years that preceded
Merced, and Newton before Eingtein.

Vas After Sunset

The Vas After Sunsetis aguide to the seedier Sde of the Vas portion of the Met, with severa essayson
the underground history of the Met. Written by Leo Sherman.

West Point



Located on Earth, the ancient and principa training facility for the Army of the Republic — in use until the
army was forced out of the Met and the Department of Immunity took over its functions when the Met
changed over from republican to direct democracy shortly after the Conjubilation of 2963.

SOLAR SYSTEM CULTURE
Abacus

The Abacusisthe main accounting agorithm for Teleman Milt on Mercury.

Army of the Republic

AKA the Federal Army. The former armed forces of the Met, relegated by Amésto policing the outer
system before the war.

Aszp Gymnasum

Claude Schlencker’ s school on Mercury.

Barkhuitz

A piano-making company.

Clinicd Party

Locd mordigtic palitical party on Neptune' s moon Triton.

Convert and Free Convert lteration Section

Divison of the Department of Immunity which setsrulesfor convert copying and transfer.

Department of Immunity

The vast admingtrative and enforcement bureaucracy of the Met. Answers directly to Director Amés.
The Department of Immunity Enforcement Division, or DIED, isthe collective name for the Met armed
forcesand theinternal policeforce.

Eighth Chakra
Loca group of “Neo-FHare” poets on Neptune' s moon Triton.

EnigmaBox
Interlocking grist puzzle that Sint Graytor likesto play with.

Firg Condtitutional Congress of the Cloudships of the Outer System

April 2, 3013 (e-standard) C.E. Adopted the Metaplanetary Congtitution of the Solarian Republic.
Flare School

Group of poets who published in Beat Myers sjourna during the 2600s C.E.

Friendsof Tod

Thisisthe“religion” that sprang up around the gnostic time tower named Tod. It hasafollowing of



computer programmers, designers, engineers, and poets and artists of variousilk —nerds , as Aubry
Graytor says. It issmilar to the old “ Church of the Subgenius’ on ancient Earth — that is, abedlief system
undercut with irony &t every turn (or, asthe Friendswould haveit, it is meta-commentary on human belief
ingenerd.) Friends of Tod are normally pacifists. Along with the escaped “ protocol vermin” of the
Carbuncle, they formed the partisan resstance in the Met during the war. The leaders of the Friends of
Tod are Otisand Game.

Free Integrationists

Whig-like politica party that supportsfull free convert rightsin the solar system, and believesthat al
inteligent systems are persons. Strongest in the outer system.

Greentree Way

AKAthe Way . Themagor religion of the Met. Zen-L utheranism, with astrong “shamanic” component as
well. The main teaching center is on the Mars-Earth Digphany in Seminary Barrdl. Priests complete their
initiation by “Walking onthe Moon” — that is, copying their origina persondity into another body and
sepping with their origina body into aspecid valley of Earth’'sMoon and “dying” in the vacuum. The
major tenet of the Way isthat thereisaliving Tree that somehow both represents and embodies the
spiritual and genetic imprint of humanity upon the universe.

Interlocking Directorate

The main governing board of the Met. The directorates are administrative and | egidative agencies whose
activities and administrators are voted on by the population of the Met congtantly over the governmental
merci channels. These can sometimes change hourly. The Interlocking Directorate membership isvoted
on, inturn, by the Directors. Director Amés chairsthe Interlocking Directorate.

Keys
Used for currency in the Carbuncle.

Motosarra Club

Hoity-toity club to which descendants of the firgt settlers on Neptune' s moon Triton belong.
Neo-Flares

Modern day poets who style themselves asrevivalists of the ancient Flare school of poetry.
Old Seventy-Five

Alcohalic drinking grist. Thaddeus-Ben drinks averson modified with military grist and accidentaly
coughs up awoman.

Pogtions Room

The command center of Teleman Milt financial services.
Suice Juice

Breathable Integumentary fluid inthe Met.

Snap-Metd Advertisements




Virtua redlity advertisements set into grist-coated stickers, on beverage containers, etc.
Tdeman Milt
A financia brokerage company on Mercury’ s E-gtreet for which Kelly Graytor was ajunior partner.

Trade Economists

Pro-Met paliticd faction on Neptune's moon Triton.
METAPLANETARY GEOGRAPHY: THE MET & INNER SOLAR SYSTEM
Aderoid Bdlt

Cut-off point for the Met. Cloudships began forming here, incorporating as a materials shipment service
for the building of the Met. This old company was called Alquitran Incorporated. There are Alquitran
relicsand higtoric landmarksin the asteroid belt.

Bach

The principd city of Mercury and the financial center of the Met. Situated in the Bach crater. The
architect Klaus Branigan designed much of the city. Branigan claimed to have based his conception upon
gructures he found in the find movement of Bach’ sHar psichord Concerto Number Onein D minor .
Like Bach, with histwo interwoven themes, Branigan took essentidly two cities and knitted them
together. Firgt, thereisresidential Calay , with its bulbous pearl strings of apartments. These exist
between the square, amost minera, stretches of New Frankfurt and its centra corridor,Earth Street ,
which houses the powerful banks and brokerages of the Met.

Bagtown

The nearest thing to acity in the Carbuncle. Near where the garbage duice from the Met comesin.

Bendy River
The dough-like river of goo that runs through the Carbuncle.

Carbuncle

The Carbuncle isthe garbage dump of the Met. Filled with mutated and unregulated grigt, thisiswhereal
the old code comesto die and where al the escaped code comesto hide. It islocated at the outer fringes
of the Met, just ingde the asteroid belt. The * protocol vermin” — escaped code sequences that inhabited
actud biological vermin — arose here before the war and were devel oped into fully functioning human
beings when they migrated to Nirvana, the independent “micro-Met,” or mycelium, of the Friends of Tod
which circlesthe sun insde the Martian orbit.

Clarit Bolsa
An average working class habitat on the Vas. Dory Folsom, DIED sergeant, hailsfrom there.
Eath

Sparsdly inhabited. A few major population centersremain, including New Y ork City. In 2802 C.E., the
Earth was declared an “Ecologica Repatriation Areg’ with limited construction and population growth
alowed, and now vast stretches of our native planet have been returned to their natura state.



| ntegument

The Integument is the outer coating of the Met cables and the Met spinning habitats. Thisisasemi-living
“skin” that mediates biologica and chemical transfer and baance within the Met, and forms a protective
covering. It aproduct of both design and stepped-up evolution. No one normdly livesin the Integumert,
but it can be accessed.

Mars

Densdly inhabited. Home to Bradbury University. Victim of the failed terraforming experiments of the
2700s C.E.

Mas El Davi
Carmen San Filieu' sestate in New Cataonia

Mercurian Transportation System

The South Vect isthe main polar trangportation conduit on Mercury which leadsto theSouth Polar Lift
- known locdly asthe Hub , it leads, in turn, to the transfer habitat above the Mercurian pole, Johnson
Bolsa.

Mercury

Thefinancid and governmenta center of the Met. High population dendity. Principd city isBach. Earth
Street, or E-Street, is equivaent to the old Wall Street on Earth.

Moon

Inhabited. Greentree shaman-priestsinitiated in Valley of the Bones. Cloudship Tacitusand Lebedev's
human aspects met in old Farside Station in mid-2400s C.E.

Mycdium

AKAamicro-met . A smdl system of cablesthat isnot directly connected to the overall Met, but that
participates in the virtudity through the grist and can be reached either by spaceship or by occasiona
concatenation with the larger Met. The most important of the mycdiais Nirvana, the saf-made home
base of the Friends of Tod.

New Cataonia

Met habitat on the Diaphany where the locals, descendants of Catdén from old Spain, play wicked
socid gamesin alate Renaissance setting. The principd city isNew Sabaddll.

Polbo Armature

Agricultura habitat on the Digphany and birthplace of one Claude Schlencker.
Rune's

A rowdy bar in the Carbuncle.

San Souci

The centra edifice on Mercury in the vast conglomerate of buildings, al interconnected, that make up the



Interlocking Directorate Headquartersin the Met. It includes, inits center, asmal mountain made entirely
of grist, Montsombra. LaMolaistheinner sanctum of Amés. It isatop Montsombra.

SliconValey

The Noctus Labyrithus area on Mars which served as a concentration camp for free converts during the
war. Mengee-like research is conducted there on sdlected free converts by the infamous Dr. Ting.

METAPLANETARY GEOGRAPHY: OUTER SYSTEM
THE PLANETS

Outer System

Areabeyond the asteroid bdt, including Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, Pluto, the Kelpers and the
Oorts. Space cables are not feasible to build here, and the distances are covered by spaceships. All
outer system planetary moons areinhabited. Thereis grist everywhere, o outer system inhabitants fully
participate in the virtudity of humanity. At the beginning of the war, the outer system was nominally under
Met sovereignty, but in practice most government was local. While the population of the outer systemiis
much more thinly spread than that of the M€, it is <till enormous by historic standards. At the beginning
of thewar, it numbered nearly 50 billion, with the Met claiming another 70 billion souls (in their various
forms), for atotal human population of around 120 billion. The bulk of the outer system population lives
on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn.

Jupiter
All of the Jovian moons are inhabited.

« Cdligohad autopian “free grange’ movement, and some free grange collectives till exist.
Alethea Nighshade was raised on one of these.

«  Ganymedeisthe center of commercefor the outer planets. Ganymede aso has plate tectonics,
and earthquake-inducing warfare technology was used to secureitsfal early inthe war.

«  Europa: A scientific disaster in the Lost Seaof Europa— avast seaunder alayer of ice —
resulted in the death of Roger Sherman’s eldest son and Leo Sherman’ s brother, Teddy. There
may be an extraterrestriad nano life-form there. Leo Sherman lived on Europafor awhile before
returning to the Met.

Saturn

All of Saturn’smoons are inhabited. Thelargest population isin the moon Titan's principad city,
Laketown. Titan, the second largest moon in the solar system, has athick atmosphere that manifestsasa
reddish brown photochemical haze. The locals have cometo like this color.

Uranus

The Uranus system isthe poorest areaiin the outer system, and, before the war, the local government
was essentidly a puppet for Met businessinterests.

Neptune

All moonsinhabited. Animportant provider of energy in the outer syssem. The Mill operates within the
semi-permanent slorm known as The Blue Eye of Neptune.



Pluto

Tritonisthe mgor population center. Its principa city isNew Miranda. The Triton temperature
can get down to thirty-eight degrees Kelvin, that is, -390 Fahrenheit. Y ou can put asmple
substance in the shade here, and it will become a superconductor. At the average temperatures
and pressure on Triton, the nitrogen atmosphere hovers around its solid-gas-liquid triple point,
and occasiondly conditionswill beright for the formation of the famous nitrogen rains. Tritonis
eadly the coldest inhabited place in the solar system. Even Pluto, built on different geology, is
warmer by alittle.

Triton'sNew Miranda is named after the Uranean moon Miranda, from which thefirst settlers
hailed. It isbuilt on the side of an enormous crater in the southern hemisphere of Triton. New
Mirandaisacity of spires. The neo-gothic religious leanings of the first settlers combined with the
low gravity of their new world to produce an architecture that is unique and, at times,
breath-taking. There are some gpartment buildings here and there, but for the most part each
resdent on Triton hashisor her own spire— that is, familiesand familiar units do. In most of the
spires, thefirg five floors are fully pressurized and protected. They are usudly given over to
gardens and fountains. New Mirandabillsitsdlf asthe“Garden City,” and thereisafriendly
competition among the more affluent residentsin that regard. Of course, thishasled to afew
aesthetic horrors. But thereisaprofessond class of lite gardeners who are strongly influenced
by the Greentree priest (and gardener) Father Capability, and many of the gardens are justly
regarded asworks of art. These are another tourist attraction on Triton, dong with the nitrogen
rainsoutsde. New Mirandais governed by the Town Mest.

ThemoonNereid isan important shipping port. It wasthe Site of the first use of full-scae
nanotechnological warfare by the outer systemn forces when the DIED shipJihad was infected
with the PAL grist virus.

The surface of Pluto isamost entirely covered with grist. The planetary geology is reshaped dmost
continudly to serve shipping, which isthe principa activity of the inhabitants. The poet Best Myer wrote
of Pluto that it is“where the stonesgo to die.” Pluto has an infamous orphanage where Kwame Neiderer
was raised.

Oorts

The debris on the outer edge of the solar system. Sparsely inhabited by biological humans, but hometo
the cloudships. A source of agreat deal of materia for the construction of the Met.

OTHER PLACES & PHENOMENA IN THE OUTER SYSTEM

Dark Matter Road

Discovered in the late 2800s C.E., the Dark Matter Road is a stretch of unreflective materia that lies
between the solar system and the double-starred Centauri System. In 2903 C.E., Cloudship Mark Twain
became the first human being to visit another solar system when he arrived a Alpha Centari during that
e-year. Cloudship Lebedev arrived there eleven yearslater, in 2914 C.E.

Dd Rings

Therings of Saturn, renamed during the war for aheroic free convert.

Laketown



Main city on Titan, Seturn’smoon. The“lake’ isalake of liquid ethane, and Laketown is at itsedge. The
areanearest the lakeis called New Alki. The local mean temperature is minus 180 Celsius.

Mill

An enormous windmill in the Blue Eye of Neptune consisting of two bladesthat turn with the swirl of the
storm. The Mill, from bladetip to bladetip, is aslong asthe diameter of planet Earth. It was built on the
same physical principles asthe Met. In the center of the mill, operating in amanner not dissimilar to that
of ancient hydroelectric turbines on Earth, isagenerator that beams a steady supply of microwave energy
to ageosyncronous satdllite stationed above it. And from that satellite, it isfed to Triton.

Object 71449-00450

AKAthe Object . A cometismd in the Oorts that houses amining colony. Kwame Neiderer was born
here.

Shepardsville

The degenerate red light didtrict located in the loca virtudity on Triton.
Windows

Ghogt town inthelocd Triton virtudity.

METAPLANETARY WARFARE

Boomerang

Formerly the DIED shipJihad which captured, for atime, the Neptunian moon Nereid. The officid first
gpaceship to enter the Federal Navy.

Cloudship Warfare

seeCloudship
Fremden
DIED military dang for outer systlem inhabitants. The term means*“ strangers’ in old German.

Glory

Pleasurable sensation of well-being and pride sent through the vinculum to DIED soldiers who do agood
job. Can be orgasmic.

Grist-based Attack

Using the grist asamilitary weapon. Various permutations, including a communications warfare attack
that permanently disablesthe Brocagrist in the victim and turnshim or her into agibbering idiot.

Krit
Specid “channe” of the merci reserved for Federal Army.
Met Navy: Shipsof War

Met spaceships used for warfare are not self-contained LAPS. They are usualy commanded by aLAP,



but that captain is not the control structure of the ship, only the command. The ships are under the
auspices of the Department of Immunity Enforcement Division Space Marine Task Force, and their
names are prefaced by that entity’ sinitidlsin Basis, DIED. These are the Met ships of war.

TheDirac Class of Cruisers: These are the DIED al-purpose ships. They are used for transport,
and have weaponry for light attack functions, normaly as* ground clearing” for the infantry about
to be deployed. They might have atorpedo or two, but their principal weagpon isashort-range
positron cannon working off the antimatter engine, and several projectile catapults, the most
fearsome of which isthe flak ram which shoots off the dreaded “ nail rain” that cantear a
kilometer of ground to shreds— nestly preparing it for occupation.

TheDabna class of Destroyers: These serve both attack and transport functions. They are big
and long, with athousand-meter girth and aten kilometer length. They possesslong-range
antimatter cannon and torpedoes and catapults that will handle up to ahundred tons of materid.
They can aso deploy specia devices, such astherip tether that was put to such awful useon
Triton.

TheStreichholtzer Class of Carriers: Therewere, at the outbresk of hodtilities, twenty of thesein
thefleet. These carry afull range of weaponry and alarge crew, aswell as serving as a base for
smdler attack and transport craft. Here you will find the production facilities for military grist and
deployment devicesfor it, aswell. Carriers are dso notable because they are constructed on the
same principles asthe Met cables, held together by macro implementation of the strong nuclear
force. Assuch, they areimposing fortresses, indeed. They maneuver well in two dimensions, but
thelr immense momentum makes them difficult to pilot atitudinaly. Thisisnot the casefor a
specid dassof carrier, the Lion of Africadivison, whichisbasicaly acarrier filled with
antimatter engines, these also serve as weapons by quick conversion. They haveasmdler crew
and their specidty isto enact disaster events.

Solandciatica Classes: The principa ships which depend upon the Streichhdltzer Class carriers
aretheSol andciatica classes. TheSol classisatrangport vessal designed for quick planetary
landings of about 500 troops. Sciatica class ships are attack craft, also designed for planetary
operations. These boast adeadly array of close-range wegponry. They have something of the
gppearance of apitchfork with wings. Both theSol andSciatica classis aerodynamicdly built,
and able to withstand huge pressure differential — something the larger ships are incgpable of, as
witness the destruction of theSchwar zes Flof3 when it fdll into the atmosphere of Jupiter.

Zip CodeClass: A specidized class of shipswhich are communications boats. These have major
defense armaments and fields, but only asingle cannon, which operates off the engine. These
vessalsare mostly grist matrix, and they resemble spinning dumb bells, or jacksfrom the
children’ sgame of pick-up. They proved vulnerable to counter-informationa insurgency.

Met Navy: Engineering and Operations

Except for the planetary and communications craft, most DIED ships are based upon the “ spinning

scythe” design. They grestly resemble bundles of these implements bound together in aclump, but come
with blades depending from them dl dong their length. It is not without cause that, at times, the Met navy
was referred to as “the regpers.” All of these ships have, astheir end, large-scale murder. Operations
which require spin-induced gravity are carried out in the “ blades’ of the scythes, and these so usualy
contain officer’ s quarters and command and control. Most of the wegponry isfound in the long “ handle’

of the body, and it was here that attacks were most profitably directed. Ship defenses are varied and
effective.

Met Navy Defense: Electromagnetic Damping: Y ou cannot hit aship and depressurize the entire




thing. Most nuclear wesponry is damped in the vicinity of aship by powerful eectromagnetic
fidddswhich control the rate of nucleusfission and keep it to a one-to-one basis. Thisimmediately
turnsthefisson trigger of afusion bomb into amere nuclear reactor and prevents arunaway
chain reaction.

Met Navy Defense: I sotropic Coating: The most powerful defensive system on aDIED ship,
however, isthe so-caled “ isotropic coating” each ship possesses. This coating makes use of the
electroweak force of nature. Through a process calledquantum induction , predicted, inits
essence, by Raphael Merced, the exchange of messenger particles within the atomic nucleus can
be controlled, and the actua spin of individua nucleons adjusted. The isotropic coating interacts
with al incoming energies and particles (including micrometeorites and the like) and changes what
isknown asthe“mixing angle’ of an aomic nucle that make up the ship in that section. In effect,
this causes the material of the ship to gppear to the incoming wegpon as an entirelydifferent
subgtance. If the weapon is, say, a stream of positrons, the ship will “seem,” to the positrons, to
be made of antimatter, and the beam will fall upon it aswould aray of light. Smal particlesare
passed through the ship, “bdieving” themsdlvesto be passing through vacuum. It isan odd and
sometimes frightening sight to see achunk of rock move through one side of aship and out the
other asif the ship were aghost.

Met Navy Defense: The Limits of Isotropic Coating: Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on
your viewpoint and who is shooting a you, the isotropic coating | oses effectiveness for masses
that are much over one hundred kilograms, and the effects of gravity are never mitigated, so that
when a particle passes through, it will leave on anew vector. The coating also loses effectiveness
in the complexities of aplanetary atmosphere and isonly partidly successful in protecting a
planetary attack craft or asoldier on the ground. Neverthel ess, space-adapted soldiers have, as
part of their adaptation kit, an isotropic coating which generaly prevents rapid depressurization in
gpace due to micrometeors, and limitsthe possbilities of any shrapndl attack upon incoming
paratroopers until they enter the atmosphere.

Met Navy Defense: The Grigt Pdllicle: Thefina line of defense possessed by Met shipsisthe
grist pellicle, located just undernesth the isotropic coating. This matrix responds instantaneoudy
to any penetration and immediately setsto work containing the damage. Ships can “hed”
themsalves a an agtonishing rate, and any effective attack must take account of this ability.

Met Navy: Concluson

Taking attack and defense capabilities together, the DIED ship represents aformidable opponent. What
it lacksin generdized function it makes up for with specidization and maneuverahility. If acloudshipis
thought of asasort of giant living cell, a DIED vessd might be thought of asavirus— not diveinthe
same way, but just adangerous and, in some ways, more effective.

Montserrat
DIED flagship of Admird Carmen San Filieu intheinitial Met attack on Triton.

Rip Tether

An undulating space tether deployed over aplanetary surface as agigantic military wegpon that tears
through population centers like amerciless tornado.

Vincuum

Specid “channd” of the merci reserved for Department of Immunity.



Schwarzes Flof3

DIED carrier thet fell into the atmaosphere of Jupiter during the war.

Sweeper
Department of Immunity anti-personnel unit, aMet policing and attack robot.
METAPLANETARY CHARACTERS & SPEAR CARRIERS

Principal Dramatis Per sonae

Roger Sherman

Federd Army commander of the Third Sky and Light Brigade of Triton, which, before thewar, was
principaly ameteorologica outpost assigned to study and develop the enormous power-generating Mill
within the atmosphere of Neptune. Sherman was aformer manifold who had reduced himself to
individua human proportions after a series of professiona setbacks and personal disappointments.
Sherman Started the war asa colonel.

Thaddeus Kaye

Thefirst LAP manifold encoded using nanotechnology based on time-traveling graviton manipulation.
Attempting to see the future, the process succeeded too well, and Kaye became both areflection of, and
adirect causative agent upon, our local timescape. This proved to be a problem when Ben Kaye, the
persondlity upon whom Thaddeus was based, sabotaged the encoding process as part of alover's
quarrd. The resulting LAP was a combination of Thaddeus and Ben who caled himsdf TB. Kaye sfate
was directly connected to the outcome of the war.

1B
Name that the Thaddeus-Ben Kaye combination man goes by.
Father Andre Sud

A shaman-priest of the Greentree Way, friend to Thaddeus Kaye and to Roger Sherman. Sud wasthe
Way’ stime expert until he decided to retired from research and become alocd priest and
rock-bal ancing scul ptor on Triton.

Moally Index

Friend to Thaddeus Kaye and Andre Sud. Index isarestorationist, pecidizing in the paintings of
Jackson Pollock. Index was a LAP manifold before the war.

i

A scrap of security code which escaped its controlling agorithm and migrated to the Carbuncle, whereiit
entered aferret which Thaddeus-Ben Kaye used for hunting rats. Later “ferret Jill” was combined with an
accidentd recreation of Alethea Nightshade in some modified military grist. The resulting young woman
became the principa leader of the partisan forces during the war.

Leo Sherman

Y oungest son of Roger Sherman. A journdist, essayist, and accomplished explorer of the Met
Integument. Estranged from hisfather at the start of thewar.



Maor Theory

Free convert in the Federd Army, and Roger Sherman’ s principa aide. Theory isavery logica felow
who findsthat heisdeveloping intuition in fitsand darts.

Sergeant Kwame Neiderer

Orphan from beyond Pluto who joinsthe Federal Army and eventually becomesasoldier in the Third
Sky and Light Brigade on Triton. Has afully space-adapted body.

C

Chief of specid operationa intelligence and cryptology for the Met. Hisred nameis Clare Runic.
Probably.

Amés

Chairman of the Interlocking Directorate of the Met. Formerly amusica composer trained by the famous
free convert composer, Despacio. Obscure origins. Amésis afully-integrated, multiply-differentiated
LAP, amanifold .

The Graytor Family

«  Kédly Graytor: Junior partner in the E-Street firm of Teleman Milt. An accomplished trader in
“quantum futures’ before the war. Husband to Danis and father of Aubry and Sint.

«  DanisGraytor: Free convert portfolio management software and wife of Kelly Graytor.
«  Aubry Graytor: Eleven-year-old daughter of Kelly and Danis Graytor.
«  Sint Graytor: Y oungest child of Kelly and Danis Graytor.

Carbuncle Folk
Bob the Fiddler
Haf-crazed musician in the Carbuncle.

M akepeace Century
Former FUSE terrorist on Mars, and captain of the spaceshipMrs. Widow during the war.

Gladys
Fortune-telling dweller in the Carbuncle. M akepeace Century’ sSister.

Chen

Bartender at Ru June' sin the Carbuncle.
John Goodnite

Petron of Ru Jun€e' s bar in the Carbuncle.
Tinny Him

Patron of Ru Jun€ s bar in the Carbuncle whose mother’ sgrist pellicle refusesto die.



Nolan

Patron of Ru June' s bar in the Carbuncle whose Broca grist is breaking down.
Big Greg

Patron of Ru June's bar in the Carbuncle.

Sder Mary

Progtitute at Ru June's bar in the Carbuncle.

Other TB-, Andre- & Molly-Related People

Cardind Morton Filmbuff

Andre Sud' sbossin the Greentree Way. A LAP manifold “quantum event detector” designed to seethe
entire human present o clearly that the future becomes manifest asavision. Flmbuff first hasavison of
the coming war asthe burning Greentree. He then has avision of anew Tree, of whichtheold Treeis
just ashadow.

Alethea Nightshade

The woman whom both Thaddeus Kaye and his regular human persondlity, Ben, loved. When Ben Kaye
interfered in the creation of his own Thaddeus Kaye manifold, Alethed s persondity was blown apart and
dispersed somewhere in the Met. Both men believed they lost her, and her love, a that time.

Triton

Captain John Quench

Commander of Company A in the Third Sky and Light Brigade. Friend to Mgor Theory. Quenchis
currently aman, but originaly awoman. Hisfiancé (aman), who will not join him on Triton, liveson
Europa.

Jennifer Fiddguide

A woman on Triton who falsin love with Theory’ s persondity and Captain Quench’s body.
Condtants

Free convert working for the Department of Immunity. Extremely fast and deadly. Mgor Theory’s
former lover in Officer Candidate School.

DahliaSherman

Roger Sherman’s ex-wife and Leo Sherman’s mother. A LAP, one portion of which isan emergency
room doctor on Triton.

Private Dragon

Free convert code-key soldier serving with Kwame Neiderer in the Third Sky and Light Brigade. She
has a crush on Kwame Neiderer.

Corporad Anometer




Free convert soldier in the Third Sky and Light Brigade.

Lieutenant Ki

Soldier inthe Third Sky and Light Brigade.

Hilly &. Johns

Free convert bar tender at the Officer’s Club of the Third Sky and Light Brigade.
New Miranda Paliticians & Such

Thoreau Delgado

AKA the*“Thin Man.” Leader of the Free Integrationistson Triton. A LAP. Aspect isentirely
Triton-adapted.

Mallarmé de Ronsanard

Neo-Flare poet, and Free Integrationist on Triton.

Shellet Den

Old-guard member of the Motoserra Club on Triton.

Janry Craig

Firgt engineer of the Neptunian Mill.

Frank Chan

Chairman of the New Miranda Town Meet. A LAP.

Kdi Mfud

Member of the Trade Economists faction on Neptune' s moon Triton.

Petra 96

Free convert on Neptune' s moon Triton. Ran adaycare center. Victim of a grist-based attack.
Titan

Gerardo Funk

Mondo grist engineer and leader of the doomed partisan resistance on Titan, Saturn’ s moon.

Captain Thomas Ogawa

Captain of the spaceshipMary Kate who brought 500 refuges to Neptune from Saturn’s Titan after that
moon fell to DIED forces.

Corporal Dory Folsom

DIED soldier who took part in the conquest of Titan.
Vincenze Fleur and Pazachoff




Titan resdents, part of theinitid partisan resstance.
Insand Del

Free converts, the former cipher keysto the Titan Rocketry Shield. Del was the complementary key to
Ins.

Amés' s Theater Commanders

Genegrd C.C. Haysay

Commander of the DIED forces conquering Titan and the Saturn system. Haysay isaLAP.

Generd Blanket

DIED conqueror of Pluto and commander of the force which included the DIED ship Streichhdltzer.
Asan, with jet black hair worn severely cropped.

Zebra 333

Leader of the DIED forces attacking Jupiter. A LAP who exists entirdly in the virtuaity. Frequently
appears with an animal head of some sort. Zebra 333’ s headquartersis on the carrier Schwarzes Flof3 .

Admird Carmen San Filieu

LAP commander of the Met forces attempting to conquer Triton. Her flagshipistheMontserrat . Also a
society damein the New Catalonia Bolsa on the Digphany. Also Amés slover on Mercury. A LAP can
do al these things, and more.

MontserratCrew Under San Filieu

Captain Meré Philately

Non-Catdén senior officer on the DIED ship,Montserrat .

Captain Bruc
Catdan senior officer on the DIED ship,Montserrat .

Cloudships & Cloudship-Related People

Tacitus

Thefirst LAP cloudships, along with hisfriend, Cloudship Lebedev. Historian of the War for Republic
and engineer of the Metaplanetary Congtitution of the First Solarian Republic. One of the oldest living
human beings.

Cloudship Lebedev

One of the origina cloudships, along with Tacitus. Born 2375 C.E. in Russia. Co-founder of Bradbury
Universty.

Cloudship Tolstoy

The curmudgeonly keeper of the cloudship graveyard far out on the Dark Matter Road toward Alpha
Centaurus. He has thirteen sons.



Cloudship Mark Twain

Firg person to vist Alpha Centauri system. Pro-Republic.
Cloudship Augten

Economigt. Pro-Republic.
Cloudship Mencken

Chair of the Congress of the Cloudships.

Cloudship Bestrice

Alarmigt. Anti-republic.
Cloudship Markham

Pro-Republic.
Cloudship Kafka

Pro-Republic.
Cloudship Berhhardt

Pro-Republic.
Cloudship d-Farghani

Elitist. Anti-Republic.

Cloudship Huxley

Argumentative. Anti-Republic.
Cloudship Ahab

Elitist. Anti-Republic.
Cloudship Grieg

Anti-Republic.
Cloudship Cezanne

Anti-Republic.

Elgar Triptych

Ameés s dippery ambassador to the cloudships.
Mgor Clarabdle Antinomian

Federa Army officer. Announcesthefal of Ganymede at the cloudship Congtitutional Congress.

New Catalonia



Josep Busquets
Wicked youthful male lover to the aspect of Carmen San Filieu, who livesin New Catalonia.

Norells

A banking family in New Cataonia.
Jill-, Aubry- & Leo-Related People
Bin128A

One of the“protocol vermin.” He discovered the trick to taking out a Department of Immunity
Anti-Personnel Sweeper, aMet policing and attack unit.

Tod

Gnodtic time tower. Object of devotion of the Friends of Tod.
Otisand Game

Leaders of the Friends of Tod on Nirvana

Taylor
Friend of Tod who operates an old-fashioned Ham radio on Nirvana

Mrs. Lately

LAP teacher on Mercury who saw promisein Aubry Graytor, and thought she might be agood LAP
candidate.

Kwame Nieder er-Related People
Private Radtin
Soldier in the Third Sky and Light Brigade who helped destroy therip tether.

Sergeant Ped

Soldier inthe Third Sky and Light Brigade who had a nervous breakdown trying to destroy the rip tether
on Triton and killed hislieutenant.

L ieutenant Flashpoint

Soldier inthe Third Sky and Light Brigade who waskilled by her crazed sergeant while trying to destroy
therip tether on Triton.

Lieutenant Boxset

Short-lived soldier in the Third Sky and Light Brigade who took part in the attack on theMontserrat .

Privates Tiempos and Cue

Short-lived soldiersin the Third Sky and Light Brigade who took part in the attack on theMontserrat .

Lieutenant Chak




Soldier in the Third Sky and Light Brigade who took part in the attack on theMontserrat . Kwame
Neiderer’ s eventual commander. Chalk put the antimatter bomb down the bore shaft that destroyed the
Montserrat .

Rules

The Rules was the not-quite-sentient algorithmic director of the orphanage where Kwame Neiderer grew
up.

Claude Schlencker-Related People
Despecio
First free convert music composer. His most famous works are the celebratedA-4 Variations .

Demore Schiencker

Claude Schlencker’ s alcoholic, disappointed father.

Getty

Principal of Claude Schlencker’s school in Polbo Armature.
Janey Beth Schiencker

Claude Schlencker’ s mother.

Eynor Jensen
A music teacher at Asap Gymnasium who recommended Claude Schlencker to Despacio.

Mrs. Ridgeway

A teacher in Polbo Armature who saw promise in young Claude Schlencker.
Kelly Graytor-Related People

Hazen Huntley

A junior partner in Teleman Milt.

Hed Ash

A junior partner in Teleman Milt.
TheOld Man

LAP head of Teleman Milt.
Danis Graytor-Related People
Sarah 2

Free convert who chose to be Danis Graytor’ s mother.

Saahl




Free convert who chose not to be Danis Graytor’s mother.

Dr.Ting
Mengde-like psychologigt in Silicon Vley.

LyreWing

Free convert, looked upon as something of afloozy by Danis s mother’ sfriends.
Readymark

Free convert friend of Danis's mother.

Vida

Free convert friend of Danis s mother.
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