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Last year | said that 1999 was one of the legendary years of the science fiction future, and we have lived
through it. So of course was 2000, the turning point, the end of athousand-year period of growth and
change and asgnificant moment in the Chrigtian Era (AD). Well, theworld didn’t end, nor did the
Second Coming come, nor the diensin whatever form. Nor was there asocidist civilization in Boston,
Massachusetts, as envisoned by Edward Bellamy in Looking Backward in the 1880s. And now that that
millennium isgone, weliveinthe Y ear One CE, and al the SF written about the’80sand ’ 90sisjust
fiction—now robbed of most of its sgnificant prophetic power—and must stand or fal asfiction, onthe
merits of its execution and/or historical importance. Even Arthur C. Clarke, whose specia year is 2001,
will haveto wait awhile longer for commercia travel to the Moon. It is asobering thought to consider
that fifty years ago 2000 looked like the rdlatively distant future, atime of wonders and radical difference.
Now the year 2000 looks somewhat like the 1950s, plus computers and minus the Cold War. Most of
the same buildings are sanding in most mgor cities.

Some things don’t change fast enough, other changesleave us breathless or shocked. Fifty yearsis
not so long, lessthan the career of Jack Williamson for instance, who published in 1929 and this year
too, in the course of seven decades of writing SF—and barring unforeseen circumstances, Williamson
will bein hiseighth decade of writing when you read this. | leave you again with the thought that we
should set our SF stories farther ahead in time, lest we become outdated fantasy too soon.

L ooking backward from December 2000, | see apast year of tremendous growth for the SFfield,
and many reasonsfor optimism in the year ahead. Audtrdiaistill full of energy and big science-fictiond
plansayear or two after the 1999 Me bourne world science fiction convention, and Austrdian writers
are continuing to bresk out worldwide, at least in the English language. Canadian SFis il thriving, and



Canadais il introducing new world-class SF and fantasy writersto the world stage each year. The UK
may not perhaps be the UK much longer, since Scotland is getting its own Parliament, but either way
England, Ireland, and Scotland are amgjor force in SF, and Interzone has grown into one of the three or
four leading SF magazines (Andog, ASmov’s, F& SF areits peers) in the world. The best new SF
magazine of the year is Spectrum SF, from Scotland. There are ftirrings of energy in Franceand in
French SF, new awards and conferences there, and German SF has recently produced at least one new
writer on the world stage, Andreas Eschbach. And the world SF convention is now becoming more
globa and islikely to be held in Scotland, Austraia, Japan, and perhaps el sewherein theworld in the
next decade.

Worldwide, the smal pressisaforce of growing strength and importance in thefield, in part dueto
the availability of computers within reach of the average fannish budget and in part due to the new
economies of ingtant print, now prevalent in the USA and soon to reach everywhere. Hardly aday goes
by without anew instant print review copy of asmall presstrade paperback in the NYRSF* mailbox.
Many of them arein fact saf-published works that do not meet professiona standards of writing, itis
true, but afew of them are carefully written, well-edited gems. And the books from the more established
gmall presses, from Golden Gryphon, Ministry of Whimsey, Borderlands, and others, continue to
impress.

Thefield lost two fine magazines this year, Amazing and SF Age, but a perceptibleincreasein the
number and quality of smal press magazines helped to cushion theloss, as did the announcement of
severd high-paying online short fiction markets. Interestingly, none of the highest paying online publishers
intend to actualy make money sdlling thefiction, but are supporting it as apromotiona expense! |
wonder how long that will last. Certainly not many monthsin the futureif the world stock markets
continueto losetrillions of dollars (1 write at a particularly low point in recent economic times). Still, we
are better off right now than in the not-too-distant past, and are al grateful that SF is of promotional
vauein 2001. | hopeto find some excellent science fiction online this year to reprint next year inthis
series.

Asto the quality of the year’ sfiction, 2000 was a particularly fine year, with grand old names and hot
new talents competing for attention. It was agood year to be reading the magazines, both pro and
semi-professiondl. It was astrong year for novellas, with fifteen or twenty of them in consderation for the
limited space dlowed in this book by length congtraints; you' |l have to go to the competing Year’ sBestin
fat trade paperback to sample more novellas. And there were ahundred shorter storiesin consideration,
from which this rich selection was chosen. So | repest, for readers new to this series, my usua disclaimer:
this selection of science fiction stories represents the best that was published during the year 2000. |
could perhaps havefilled two or three more volumes this Size and then claimed to have nearly al of the
best—though not al the best novellas. | believe that representing the best from year to year, whileit isnot
physicdly possible to encompassit dl in one even very large book, aso implies presenting some
ubstantial variety of excellence, and | left some writers out in order to include othersin thislimited space.

My generd principlefor sdlection: thisbook isfull of sciencefiction—every sory inthebook is
clearly that and not something else. | personally have a high regard for horror, fantasy, speculativefiction,
and dipstream, and postmodern literature. Thisyear Kathryn Cramer and | launch the Y ear’ s Best
Fantasy in paperback from Eos as acompanion volume to this one—look for it if you enjoy short fantasy
fiction too. But here, | chose sciencefiction. It istheintention of thisY ear’ sBest seriesto focuson
sciencefiction, and to provide readers who are looking especialy for science fiction an annua home
base.

Whichisnot to say that | chose one kind of sciencefiction—I try to represent the varieties of tones
and voices and attitudes that keep the genre vigorous and responsive to the changing redlities out of
which it emerges, in science and daily life. Thisisabook about what’s going on now in SF. The stories
that follow show, and the story notes point out, the strengths of the evolving genrein the year 2000. |
hope that this book and its companions are essentia reading in SF.

—David G. Hartwell



Pleasantville, NY

Reef

PAUL J MCAULEY

Paul McAuley is a British writer who often writes hard SF, one of the group (along with Sephen
Baxter, Peter Hamilton, lain M. Banks, and others) responsible for the hard SF/space opera
renaissance of the 1990s. Hisfirst novel, 400 Billion Sars, was co-winner of the Philip K. Dick
Award in 1988. He has since published a number of S- novels, of which Fairyland (1994) won the
Arthur C. Clarke and the John W. Campbell Awards for best novel and Pasguale’ s Angel (1994)
won the Sdewise Award for Alternate History fiction. He has two collections of short fiction, The
King of the Hill and Other Stories (1991) and The Invisible Country (1996). A year ago he
completed a trilogy of S- novels, The Book of Confluence ( Child of the River, 1997; Ancients of
Days, 1998; Shrine of Stars, 1999). His Web site is www.omegacom.demon.co.uk.

“ Reef” isan excellent hard SF story from the ambitious (and mostly reprint) anthology,
Skylife, edited by Gregory Benford and George Zebrowski (about visions of life in space and on
other planets, which reprints some wonderful SF art too). This story isan instant classic of hard
SF. It is dense with wonderful technological and scientific images, but also fast paced and
sufficiently rounded in characterization that the unlikely heroine, Margaret Henderson Wu, a
scientist to the core, will be remembered by many readers for along time. It isinteresting to
compare it to Sephen Baxter’s* Sheena 5,” later in this book, in terms of scope and imagery.

Margaret Henderson Wu wasriding a proxy by tel epresence deep inside Tigris Rift when Dzu Sho
summoned her. The othersin her crew had given up one by one and only she was left, descending dowly
between rasy, smoothly rippled cliffs scarcely a hundred meters apart. These were pavements of the
commonest vacuum organism, mosaics made of hundreds of different Strains of the same species. Here
and there bright red whips stuck out from the pavement; acommensal specieswhich deposited iron
sulphate crystaswithin itsintegument.

The pavement seemed to stretch endlesdy below her. No probe or proxy had yet reached the
bottom, still more than thirty kilometers away. Microscopic flecks of sulfur-iron complexes, doughed
cells, and excreted globules of carbon compounds and other volatiles made akind of smog or snow, and
the vacuum organisms deposited nodes and intricate | attices of reduced metdsthat, by sometrick of
superconductivity, produced a broad-band e ectromagnetic resonance that pulsed like agiant’ sdow
heartbeat.

All thisfutzed the telepresence link between operators and their proxies. One moment Margaret was
experiencing the 320-degree panorama of the little proxy’s microwave radar, the perpetud tug of
vacuum on its mantle, the tang of extreme cold, amere thirty degrees above absolute zero, the complex
taste of the vacuum smog (burnt sugar, hot rubber, tar), the minute squirts of hydrogen from the folds of
the proxy’ s puckered nozzle asit maintained its orientation relative to the cliff face during its descent, with
itstentacles retracted in atight ball around the relay piton. The next, she was back in her cradled body in
warm blackness, phosphenesfloating in her vison and white noise in her earswhile the transmitter
searched for aviable waveband, locked on and—pow—she was back, falling past rippled pink
pavement.

The darm went off, flashing an array of white stars over the panorama. Her number two, Srin
Kerenyi, said in her ear, “ Y ou're wanted, boss.”

Margaret killed the darm and the audio feed. She was already a kilometer below the previous bench
mark, and she wanted to get as deep as possible before she implanted the telemetry relay. She swiveled
the proxy onitslong axis, increased the amplitude of the microwave radar. Far below were intimations of



swdlsand bumpsjutting from the plane of the dliff face, textured moundslike brain cord, randomly
orientated chimneys. And something e se, clouds of organic matter perhaps—

Thedarm again. Srin had overridden the cutout.

Margaret swore and dove a the cliff, unfurling the proxy’ stentacles and jamming the piton into
pinkness rough with black papillae, like agiant’ stongue quick frozen againgt theice. The piton’ s spikes
fired automatically. Recoil sent thelittle proxy tumbling over itslong axis until it reflexively stabilized itself
with judicious squirts of gas. Thelink rastered, came back, cut out completely. Margaret hit the switch
that turned the tank into a chair; the mask lifted away from her face.

Srin Kerenyi was standing in front of her. “ Dzu Sho wantsto talk with you, boss. Right now.”

The job had been offered as a sealed contract. Science crews had been informed of the precise
nature of their tasks only when the habitat was under way. But it was good basic pay with promises of fat
bonuses on completion, and when she had won the survey contract, Margaret Henderson Wu brought
with her most of the crew from her previous job, and nursed asmall hope that thiswould be achangein
her family’ sluck.

The Ganapati was anew habitat founded by an dliance of two of the Commonwedth’s oldest
patrician families. It was of standard construction, a basaltic asteroid cored by agigawatt X-ray laser,
spun up by vented rock vapor to give 0.2 gee on the inner surface of its hollowed interior, factories and
big reaction motors dug into the stern. With its Alsrented out for information crunching, and refineries
synthesizing exotic plastics from cane-sugar biomass and gengeneered oil seed rape precursors, the new
habitat had enough income to maintain the interest on its construction loan from the Commonwedth
Bourse, but not enough to attract new citizens and workers. It was still not completely fitted out, had less
than athird of its optimal population.

Its Star Chamber, young and cocky and eager to win independence from their families, had taken a
big gamble. They were chasing alegend.

Eighty years ago, an experiment in accel erated evolution of chemoautotropic vacuum organisms had
been set up on aplanetoid in the outer edge of the Kuiper Belt. The experiment had been run by ashell
company registered on Ganymede but covertly owned by the Democratic Union of China. In those days,
companies and governments of Earth were not allowed to operate in the Kuiper Belt, which had been
claimed and ferocioudy defended by outer-system cartels. That hegemony ended in the Quiet War, but
the Quiet War also destroyed al records of the experiment; even the Democratic Union of China
disappeared, absorbed into the Pacific Community.

There were over fifty thousand objects with diameters greater than a hundred kilometersin the
Kuiper Belt, and abillion more much smaller, the plane of their orbits stretching beyond those of Neptune
and Pluto. The experimental planetoid, Enki, named for one of the Babylonian gods of crestion, had been
lost among them. It became alegend, like the Children’ s Habitat, or the ghost comet, or the pirate ship
crewed by the reanimated dead, or the worker’ s paradise of Fiddler’s Green.

And then, forty-five years after the end of the Quiet War, adata miner recovered enough information
to recongtruct Enki’ s eccentric orbit. She sold it to the Ganapati. The habitat bought time on the Uranus
deepspace tel escopic array and confirmed that the planetoid was where it was supposed to be, currently
more than saven thousand million kilometers from the sun.

Nothing more was known. The experiment could have failed dmost as soon asit had begun, but if it
had worked, the results would win the Ganapati platinum-rated credit on the Bourse. Margaret and the
rest of the science crewswould, of course, receive only their fees and bonuses, less deductionsfor air
and food and water taxes, and anything they bought with scrip in the habitat’ s stores; the indentured
workers would not even get that. Like every habitat in the Commonwesdlth, the Ganapati was structured
like an ancient Greek republic, ruled by shareholding citizens, who lived in the landscaped parklands of
the inner surface, and run by indentured and contract workers, who were housed in the undercroft of
malls and barracks tunneled into the Ganapati’ s rocky skin.

On thelong voyage out, the science crews were on minimad pay, far lessthan that of the unskilled
techs who worked the farms and refineries, or of the servants who maintained the citizens' households.



There were food shortages on the Ganapati because so much biomass was being used to make
exportable biochemicals. Any foodstuffs other than basic rations were expensive, and priceswere
carefully manipulated by the habitat’ s Star Chamber. When the Ganapati reached Enki and the contracts
of the science crews were activated, food pricesincreased accordingly. Techs and household servants
suddenly found themsalves unable to afford anything other than dole yeast. Resentment bubbled over into
skirmishes and knifefights, and asmall riot which the White Mice, the undercroft’ s police, subdued with
gas. Margaret had had to take time off to bail out severd of her crew, had given them an angry lecture
about threatening everyone' s bonuses.

“We got to defend our honor,” one of the men said.

“Don’'t beafool,” Margaret told him. “ The citizens play workers against science crewsto keep both
gdesin their places, and gtill turn agood profit from increasesin food prices. Just be glad you can afford
the good stuff now, and keep out of trouble.”

“They were caling you names, boss,” the man said. “On account you' re—"

Margaret stared him down. She was standing on achair, but even so she was agood head shorter
than the gangling outers. She said, “I’ll fight my own fights. | dways have. Just think of your bonuses and
keep quiet. It will beworthit. | promiseyou.”

And it wasworth it, because of the discovery of the reef.

At sometimein the deep past, Enki had suffered an impact that remelted it and split it into two big
pieces and thousands of fragments. One lone fragment still orbited Enki, atiny moonlet wherethe Al that
had controlled the experiment had been installed; the others had been drawn together again by their
feeble gravity fidds, but cooled before coal escence was completed, leaving avast degp chasm, Tigris
Rift, at the lumpy equator.

Margaret’s crew discovered that the vacuum organisms had proliferated wildly in the deepest part of
the Rift, deriving energy by oxidation of eemental sulfur and ferrousiron, converting carbonaceous
materia into useful organic chemicals. There were crusts and sheets, things like thin scarves folded into
fragile vases and chimneys, organ-pipe clusters, whips, delicate fretted laces. Some fed on others, one
crust dowly overgrowing and devouring another. Others appeared to be parasites, sending complex
veinsramifying through the thali of their victims. Water-mining organisms recruited sulfur oxidizers,
trading precious water for energy and forming warty outgrowths like sromaliths. Some were more than a
hundred meters across, surely the largest prokaryotic coloniesin the known Solar System.

All thisvariety, and after only eighty years of accelerated evolution! Wild beauty won from the cold
and the dark. The potential to feed billions. The science crewswould get their bonuses, dl right; the
citizenswould become billionaires.

Margaret spent all her spare time exploring the reef by proxy, pushing her crew hard to overcome the
problems of penetrating the depths of the Rift. Although she would not admit it even to hersdlf, she had
fadleninlove with the reef. She would even have explored in person if the Star Chamber alowed it, but
asin most habitats, the Ganapati’ s citizens did not like their workers going where they themsaves would
not.

Clearly, the experiment had far exceeded its parameters, but no one knew why. The Al that had
overseen the experiment had shut down thirty years ago. Therewas still hegt in its crude proton-beam
fisson pile, but it had been overgrown by the very organisms it manipulated.

Its task had been smple. Colonies of adozen species of dow-growing chemoautotrophswere
introduced into a part of the Rift rich with sulfur and ferrousiron. Thousands of random mutations were
induced. Most colonies died, and those few which thrived were sampled, mutated, and reintroduced in a
cycle repeated every hundred days.

But the Al had sdected only for fast growth, not for adaptive radiation, and the science crews held
heated seminars about the possible cause of the unexpected richness of the reef. Very few bdieved that it
was Smply aresult of accelerated evolution. Many terrestrid bacteriadivided every twenty minutesin
favorable conditions, and certain bacteriawere known to have evolved from being resstant to an
antibiotic to becoming obligately dependent upon it asafood sourcein lessthan five days, or only three
hundred and sixty generations. But that was merely abiochemical adaptation. The fastest divison rate of



the vacuum organismsin the Rift was less than once aday, and while that till meant more than thirty
thousand generations since the reef was seeded, hdf amillion yearsin human terms, the evolutionary
radiation in the reef wasthe equivaent of Neandertha Man’sevolving to fill every mammalian nichefrom
batsto whales.

Margaret’ s survey crew explored and sampled the reef for more than thirty days. Cluster andysis
suggested that they had identified less than ten percent of the species which had formed from the origina
seed population. And now deep radar suggested that there were changes in the unexplored regionsin the
deepest part of Tigris Rift, which the proxies had not yet successfully penetrated.

Margaret pointed thisout at the last seminar.

“WEe re making hypotheses on incomplete information. We don’t know everything that' s out there.
Sampling suggests that complexity increases away from the surface. There could be thousands more
speciesin the deep part of the Rift.”

At the back of theroom, Opie Kindred, the head of the genetics crew, said languidly, “We don't
need to know everything. That’s not what we're paid for. We ve dready found severa speciesthat
perform better than present commercia cultures. The Ganagpati can make money from them and we'll get
full bonuses. Who cares how they got there?’

Arn Nivedta, the chief of the biochemist crew, said, “We re dl scientists here. We prove our worth
by finding out how thingswork. Are your mysterious experiments no more than growth tests, Opie? If so,
I”’m disappointed.”

The genetics crew had set up an experimental station on the surface of the Ganapati, off limitsto
everyoneese.

Opiesmiled. “I’'m not answerable to you.”

This was greeted with shouts and jeers. The science crews weretired and on edge, and the room
was hot and poorly ventilated.

“Information should befree,” Margaret said. “We all work toward the same end. Or are you hoping
for extra bonuses, Opie?’

There was amurmur in the room. It was atradition that al bonuses were pooled and shared out
between the various science crews at the end of amission.

Opie Kindred was a clever, successful man, yet somehow soured, asif the world was a continual
disappointment. He rode histeam hard, was quick to find failure in others. Margaret was anatural target
for his scorn, a squat, musclebound, unedited dwarf from Earth who had to take drugs so that she could
survivein microgravity, who grew hair in al sorts of unlikely places. He stared at her with disdain and
sad, “I'm surprised at the tone of this briefing, Dr. Wu. Wild speculations built on nothing at dl. | have
sat herefor ahour and heard nothing useful. We are paid to get results, not generate hypotheses. All we
hear from your crew is excuses, when what we want are samples. It seems smple enough to me. If
something is upsetting your proxies, then you should use robots. Or send people in and handpick
samples. I've worked my way through amost al you' ve obtained. | need more materid, especidly in
light of my latest findings.”

“Robots need transmission relaystoo,” Srin Kerenyi pointed ot.

Orly Higginssaid, “If you ride them, to be sure. But | don't see the need for human control. Itisa
smple enough task to program them to go down, pick up samples, return.”

Shewasthe leader of the crew that had unpicked the Al’ s corrupted code, and was an acolyte of
OpieKindred.

“The proxiesfailed whether or not they were remotely controlled,” Margaret said, “and on their own
they are as smart as any robot. I’ d love to go down there mysalf, but the Star Chamber hasforbidden it
for the usud reasons. They’re scared we' |l get up to something if we go where they can’t watch us.”

“Careful, boss,” Srin Kerenyi whispered. “The White Mice are bound to be monitoring this.”

“I don't care,” Margaret said. “I' m through with trying polite requests. We need to get down there,
Sin”

“Sure, boss. But getting arrested for seditionisn’t theway.”

“There' ssome interesting stuff in the upper levels,” Arn Nivedtasaid. “Commercid stuff, asyou



pointed out, Opie.”

Murmurs of agreement throughout the crowded room. The reef could make the Ganapati the richest
habitat in the Outer System, where expansion was limited by the availability of fixed carbon. Evena
modest-sized comet nucleus, ten kilometersin diameter, say, and sated with only one-hundredth of one
percent carbonaceous materid, contained fifty million tons of carbon, mostly as methane and carbon
monoxideice, with asurface dusting of tarry long-chain hydrocarbons. And the mass of some planetoids
consisted of up to fifty percent methane ice. But most vacuum organisms converted simple carbon
compoundsinto organic matter using the energy of sunlight captured by avariety of photosynthetic
pigments, and so could grow only on the surfaces of planetoids. No one had yet devel oped vacuum
organismsthat, using other sources of energy, could efficiently mine planetoid interiors. But that was what
accelerated evolution appeared to have produced in the reef. 1t could enable exploitation of the entire
volume of objectsin the Kuiper Belt, and beyond, in the distant Oort Cloud.

Arn Nivedtawaited for silence, and added, “If the reef speciestest out, of course. What about it,
Opie? Arethey commercidly vigble?”

“We have our own ideas about commercidism,” Opie Kindred said. “1 think you'll find that we hold
the key to success here.”

Boosand catcals at this from both the biochemists and the survey crew. The room was polarizing.
Margaret saw one of her crew unsheathe a sharpened screwdriver, and she caught the man’s hand and
squeezed it until he cried out. “Let it ride,” shetold him. “Remember that we' re scientists.”

“We hear of indications of more diversity in the depths, but we can’t seem to get there. One might
suspect,” Opiesaid, histhin upper lip lifting in asupercilious curl, “ sabotage.”

“The proxies are working in the upper part of the Rift,” Margaret said, “and we are working hard to
get them operative farther down.”

“Let’shope so,” Opie Kindred said. He stood, and around him his crew stood, too. “I’'m going
back to work, and so should al of you. Especialy you, Dr. Wu. Perhaps you should be attending to your
proxiesingead of planning useless expeditions.”

And so the seminar broke up in uproar, with nothing productive coming from it and lines of enmity
drawn through the community of scientigts.

“Opieis scheming to come out of thisontop,” Arn Nivedta said to Margaret afterward. Hewasa
friendly, enthusiastic man, tall even for an outer, and as skinny asarail. He sooped in Margaret’s
presence, trying to appear lesstall. He said, “He wants desperately to become acitizen, and so he thinks
likeone”

“Wadl, my god, we dl want to be citizens” Margaret said. “Who wantsto live like this?’

She gestured, meaning the crowded bar, itsrock walls and low celling, harsh lights and the stink of
gpilled beer and too many people in close proximity. Her parents had been citizens, once upon atime,
Before their run of bad luck. It was not that she wanted those palmy days back—she could scarcely
remember them—but she wanted more than this.

Shesad, “Thecitizensdeep in slk sheets and eat real meat and play their stupid games, and we have
to do their work on restricted budgets. The reef isthe discovery of the century, Arn, but god forbid that
the citizens should begin to exert themselves. We do the work, they fuck in rose petals and get the glory.”

Arnlaughed at this.

“Wdl, it' struel”

“It’ strue we have not been as successful aswe might like,” Arn said mournfully.

Margaret said reflectively, “ Opi€ sabastard, but he's smart, too. He picked just the right moment to
point thefinger a me.”

Loss of proxies was soaring exponentialy, and the proxy farms of the Ganapati were reaching a
critical point. Once losses exceeded reproduction, the scale of exploration would have to be drasticaly
curtailed, or the seed stock would have to be pressed into service, agamble the Ganapati could hardly
afford.

And then, the day after the disastrous seminar, Margaret was pulled back from her latest survey to
account for hersdlf in front of the chairman of the Ganapati’ s Star Chamber.



“We are not happy with the progress of your survey, Dr. Wu,” Dzu Sho said. “Y ou promise much,
but ddliver little”

Margaret shot aglance a Opie Kindred, and the man smiled. He wasimmaculately dressed in
gold-trimmed white tunic and white leggings. His scap was oiled and his manicured fingernailswere
painted with something that split light into rainbows. Margaret, fresh from the tank, wore loose, grubby
work grays. There was sticky el ectrolyte paste on her arms and legs and shaven scalp, the reek of sour
swesat under her breasts and in her armpits.

She contained her anger and said, “I have submitted daily reports on the problems we encountered.
Progressisdow but sure. | havejust established arelay point afull kilometer below the previous datum
point.”

Dzu Sho waved thisaway. Naked, as smoothly fat asasedl, he lounged in ablue gel chair. Hehad a
round, hairless head and pinched fegtures, like athumbprint on an egg. The habitat’slawyer sat behind
him, ayoung woman nest and anonymousin agray tunic suit. Margaret, Opie Kindred, and Arn Nivedta
sat on low stoals, supplicantsto Dzu Sho' s authority. Behind them, half a dozen servants stood at the
edge of the grassy space.

Thiswasin an arbor of figs, ivy, bamboos, and fast-growing banyan at the edge of Sho's edtate.
Residentid parkland curved above, apatchwork of spindly, newly planted woods and meadows and
gardens. Flyerswere out, triangular rigsin primary colors pirouetting around the weightless axis. Directly
above, mammoths the size of large dogs grazed an upside-down emerad-green field. The parkland
stretched away to thering lake and its dosh barrier, three kilometersin diameter, and the huge farms
which dominated the inner surface of the habitat. Fields of lentils, whest, cane fruits, tomatoes, rice, and
exotic vegetables for the tables of the citizens, and fidlds and fields and fields of sugar cane and oil seed
rape for the biochemical industry and the yeast tanks.

Dzu Sho said, “ Despite the poor progress of the survey crew, we have what we need, thanksto the
work of Dr. Kindred. Thisiswhat we will discuss.”

Margaret glanced a Arn, who shrugged. Opie Kindred' s smile deepened. He said, “My crew has
established why thereis o much diversity here. The vacuum organisms have invented sex.”

“Weknow they have sex,” Arn said. “How else could they evolve?’

His own crew had shown that the vacuum organisms could exchange genetic materia through pilli,
microscopic hollow tubes grown between cells or hypha strands. It was analogous to the way in which
genes for antibiotic res stance spread through populations of terrestrial bacteria

“I do not mean genetic exchange, but genetic recombination,” Opie Kindred said. “I will explain.”

The gladefilled with flat plates of color asthe geneticist conjured charts and diagrams and pictures
from hisdate. Despite her anger, Margaret quickly immersed hersdlf in the flows of data, racing ahead of
Opie Kindred's clipped explanations.

It was not normal sexud reproduction. There was no differentiation into male or femae, or eveninto
complementary mating strains. Insteed, it was mediated by a speciesthat aggressively colonized thethdli
of others. Margaret had aready seen it many times, but until now she had thought that it was merely a
parasite. Instead, as Opie Kindred put it, it was more like avampire.

A shuffle of pictures, movies patched from hundreds of hours of materia collected by roving proxies.
Herewas acolony of the black crustose speciesfound al through the explored regions of the Rift. Time
speeded up. The crustose colony elongated its ragged perimeter in pulsing spurts. Asit grew, it exfoliated
microscopic particles. Margaret’ s viewpoint spiraled into a close-up of one of the exfoliations, afew cells
wrapped in nutrient-storing strands.

Millions of these little packages floated through the vacuum. If one landed on ahost thdlus, it injected
its genetic pay-load into the host cells. The view dropped inside one such cdll. A complex of
carbohydrate and protein strands webbing the interior like intricately packed spiderwebs. Part of the
sriated cell wall drew apart, and apacket of DNA coated in hydrated globulins and enzymes burst
inward. The packet contained the genomes of both the parasite and its previous victim. It latched onto
protein strands and crept along on ratcheting microtubule claws until it fused with the cell’ sown circlet of



DNA.

The parasite possessed an enzyme that snipped strands of genetic materid a random lengths. These
recombined, forming chimeric cdlsthat contained genetic information from both sets of victims, with the
predator species’ genome embedded among the native genes like an interpenetrating text.

The process repegted itself in flurries of coiling and uncoiling DNA strands asthe chimeric cells
replicated. It was acrude, random process. Most contained incomplete or non-complementary copies of
the genomes and were unable to function, or contained so many copies that transcription was hating and
imperfect. But afew out of every thousand were viable, and afew of those were more vigorous than
ether of their parents. They grew from afew cdllsto a patch, and finaly overgrew the parental matrix in
which they were embedded. There were pictures which showed every stage of thistransformationin a
|aboratory experiment.

“Thisiswhy | have not shared the information until now,” Opie Kindred said, as the pictures faded
around him. “I had to ensure by experimenta testing that my theory was correct. Because the procedure
isso inefficient, we had to screen thousands of chimeras until we obtained astrain that overgrew its
“A very odd and extreme form of reproduction,” Arn said. “ The parasite dies so that the child might
live”

OpieKindred smiled. “It ismore interesting than you might suppose.”

The next sequence showed the same colony, now clearly infected by the parasitic species—leprous
black spots mottled its pinkish surface. Again time speeded up. The spots grew larger, merged, shed a
cloud of exfoliations.

“Once the chimeraovergrowsits parent,” Opie Kindred said, “the genes of the parasite, which have
been reproduced in every cdl of the thallus, are activated. The host cdlls are transformed. It israther like
an RNA virus, except that the virus does not merely subvert the protein-and RNA-making machinery of
itshost cell. It takes over the cell itself. Now the cycle is completed, and the parasite sheds exfoliations
that will inturn infect new hosts.

“Hereisthe motor of evolution. In some of the infected hogts, the parasitic genomeis prevented
from expression, and the host becomes resistant to infection. It isavariation of the Red Queen’ srace.
Thereisan evolutionary pressure upon the parasite to evolve new infective forms, and then for the hosts
to resist them, and so on. Meanwhile, the host species benefit from new genetic combinationsthat by
selection incrementally improve growth. The processis random but continuous, and takes place on avast
scale. | estimate that millions of recombinant cells are produced each hour, although perhaps only onein
ten million areviable, and of those only onein amillion are Sgnificantly more efficient at growth than their
parents. But thisis more than sufficient to explain the diversity we have mapped in the reef.”

Arn said, “How long have you known this, Opie?’

“I communicated my findings to the Star Chamber just thismorning,” Opie Kindred said. “ The work
has been very difficult. My crew hasto work under very tight restraints, using Class One containment
techniques, aswith the old immunodeficiency plagues.”

“Yah, of course,” Arnsaid. “We don’t know how the exfoliations might contaminate the ship.”

“Exactly,” OpieKindred said. “ That iswhy the reef is dangerous.”

Margaret bridled at this. She said sharply, “ Have you tested how long the exfoliations survive?’

“Thereisalarge amount of dataabout bacterid spore surviva. Many survive thousands of yearsin
vacuum close to absolute zero. It hardly seems necessary—"

“Youdidn’t bother,” Margaret said. “My God, you want to destroy the reef and you have no
evidence. You didn't think.”

It wasthe worst of insultsin the scientific community. Opie Kindred colored, but before he could
reply, Dzu Sho held up ahand, and his employees obediently fell silent.

“The Star Chamber hasvoted,” Dzu Sho said. “Itisclear that we have al we need. Thereef is
dangerous, and must be destroyed. Dr. Kindred has suggested a course of action that seems
gopropriate. We will poison the sulfur-oxidizing cycle and kill the reef.”

“But we don't know—"



“We haven't found—"

Margaret and Arn had spoken at once. Both fell silent when Dzu Sho held up ahand again. He said,
“We haveisolated strains which are commercialy useful. Obvioudy, we can't use the organisms we have
isolated because they contain the parasite within every cell. But we can synthesize useful gene sequences
and splice them into current commercid strains of vacuum organism to improve qudity.”

“I must object,” Margaret said. “ Thisisaunique construct. The chances of it evolving again are
minima. We must study it further. We might be able to discover acurefor the parasite.”

“Itisunlikely,” OpieKindred said. “ Thereis no way to eliminate the parasite from the host cells by
gene therapy, because they are hidden within the host chromosome, shuffled in adifferent patternin every
cdl of thetrillions of cdllsthat make up the reef. However, it is quite easy to produce a poison that will
shut down the sulfur-oxidizing metabolism common to the different kinds of reef organism.”

“Production has been authorized,” Sho said. “I1t will take, what did you tell me, Dr. Kindred?’

“We require alarge quantity, given the large biomass of the reef. Ten days at least. No more than
fifteen.”

“We have not studied it properly,” Arn said. “ So we cannot yet say what and what is not possible.”

Margaret agreed, but before she could add her objection, her ear-piecetrilled, and Srin Kerenyi’s
voice said gpologeticaly, “ Trouble, boss. Y ou better come at once.”

The survey suite wasin chaos, and there was worse chaos in the Rift. Margaret had to switch proxies
three times before she found one she could operate. All around her, proxies were fluttering and jinking,
asif caught in strong currentsingteed of floating in vacuum in virtua freefall.

Thiswas a the four-thousand-meter level, where the nitrogen-ice wals of the Rift were sparsely
patched with faux yellow and pink marblings that followed veins of sulfur and organic contaminants. The
taste of the vacuum smog here was strong, like burnt rubber coating Margaret’ slips and tongue.

As she looked around, a proxy jetted toward her. It overshot and rebounded from a gable of frozen
nitrogen, its nozzle jinking back and forth asit tried to stabilize its position.

“Fuck,” its operator, Kim Nieye, said in Margaret’ s ear. “ Sorry, boss. I’ ve been through five of
these, and now I’'mlosing thisone.”

On the other side of the cleft, ahundred meters away, two specks tumbled end over end, descending
a afair clip toward the depths. Margaret’ s vision color-reversed, went black, came back to normal. She
sad, “How many?’

“Just about al of them. We' re using proxies that were up in the tablelands, but as soon aswe bring
them down, they start going screwy too.”

“Herd some up and get them to the sample pickup point. We'll need to do dissections.”

“No problem, boss. Are you okay?’

Margaret’ s proxy had suddenly upended. She couldn’'t get itstrim back. “I don’t think so,” she said,
and then the proxy’ s nozzle flared, and with a pulse of gasthe proxy shot away into the depths.

It wasawild ride. The proxy expelled dl its gas reserves, accelerating as straight as an arrow.

Cordline formations blurred past, and then long stretches of sulfur-eating pavement. The proxy caromed
off the narrowing walls and began to tumble madly.

Margaret had no control. She was a helpless but exhilarated passenger. She passed the place where
she had set therelay and continued to fal. Thelink started to break up. Shelost al sense of
proprioception, athough given the tumbling fal of the proxy, that was ablessng. Then the microwave
radar gtarted to go, with swathes of raster washing across the false-color view. Somehow the proxy
managed to abilizeitsdf, so it wasfdling headfirst toward the unknown regions a the bottom of the
Rift. Margaret glimpsed structures selling from thewalls. And then everything went away, and she was
back, sweating and nauseous on the couch.

It was bad. More than ninety-five percent of the proxies had been lost. Mogt, like Margaret’s, had
been lost in the depths. A few, badly damaged by collision, had stranded among the reef colonies, but
proxies which tried to retrieve them went out of control too, and were lost. It was clear that some kind of
infective process had affected them. Margaret had severa dead proxies collected by asample robot and



ordered that the survivors should be regrouped and kept above the deep part of the Rift where the
vacuum organisms proliferated. And then she went to her suite in the undercroft and waited for the Star
Chamber to call her before them.

The Star Chamber took away Margaret’ s contract, citing failure to perform and possible sedition
(that remark in the seminar had been recorded). She was moved from her suite to a utility roomin the
lower leve of the undercroft and put to work in the farms.

She thought of her parents.

She had been here before.

She thought of the reef.

Shecouldn't let it go.

Shewould saveit if she could.

Srin Kerenyi kept her up-to-date. The survey crew and its proxies were restricted to the upper level
of the reef. Manned teams under Opie Kindred' s control were exploring the depths—he was trusted
where Margaret was not—nbut if they discovered anything, it wasn't communicated to the other science
crews.

Margaret was working in the melon fields when Arn Nivedta found her. The plants sprawled from
hydroponic tubes laid across gravel beds, benegth blazing lamps hung in the axis of the farmlands. It was
very hot, and there was astink of dilute sawage. Little yellow ants swarmed everywhere. Margaret had
tucked the ends of her pantsinto the rolled tops of her shoesocks, and wore a green eyeshade. She was
using afine paintbrush to transfer pollen to the stigma of the melon flowers.

Arn came bouncing along between the long rows of plants like a pale scarecrow intent on escape. He
wore only tight black shorts and aweb belt hung with pens, little Silvery tools, and a notepad.

Hesad, “They must hate you, putting you in ashitholelike this”

“I haveto work, Arn. Work or sarve. | don't mind it. | grew up working the fields.”

Not gtrictly true: her parents had been ecosystem designers. But it was how it had ended.

Arn said cheerfully, “I’'m hereto rescue you. | can proveit wasn't your fault.”

Margaret straightened, one hand on the smal of her back where a permanent ache had lodged itself.
Shesad, “Of courseit wasn't my fault. Areyou dl right?’

Arn had started to hop about, brushing at one bare long-toed foot and then the other. The ants had
found him. Histoes curled like fingers. The big toes were opposed. Monkey fedt.

“Ants are having something of a population explosion,” she said. “We rein the stage between
introduction and stabilization here. The cycleswill smooth out as the ecosystem matures.”

Arn brushed at hislegsagain. His prehensle big toe flicked an ant from the pad of hisfoot. “ They
want to incorporate meinto the cycle, | think.”

“We'redl inthe cycle, Arn. The plants grow in sewage; we egt the plants.” Margaret saw her
supervisor coming toward them through the next fidld. She said, “We can't talk here. Meet mein my
room after work.”

Margaret’ s new room was barely big enough for ahammock, alocker, and atiny shower with a
toilet pedestd. Itsrock walls were unevenly coated with dull green fiber spray. There was a constant
noise of pedestrians beyond the ova hatch; the air conditioning dlowed in asmdl of frying oil and
ketones despite the filter trap Margaret had set up. She had stuck an aeria photograph of New Y ork,
where she had been born, above the head stay of her hammock, and dozens of glossy printouts of the
reef scaled thewalls. Apart from the pictures, afew clothesin the closet, and the spider plant under the
purple grolite, the room was quite anonymous.

She had spent most of her lifein roomslike this. She could pack in five minutes, ready to move onto
the next job.

“Thisplaceis probably bugged,” Arn said. He sat with his back to the door, sipping schnapps from
adlvery flask and looking at the overlgpping panorameas of the reef.

Margaret sat on the edge of her hammock. She was nervous and excited. She said, “Everywhereis



bugged. | want them to hear that I’'m not guilty. Tell mewhat you know.”

Arnlooked at her. “I examined the proxies you sent back. | wasn't quite sure what | was looking for,
but it was surprisingly easy to spot.”

“Aninfection,” Margaret said.

“Yah, avery specific infection. We concentrated on the nervous system, given the etiology. In the
brain we found lesions, dwaysin the same area.”

Margaret examined the three-dimensiond color-enhanced tomographic scan Arn had brought. The
lesonswerelittle black bubblesin the underside of the unfolded cerebellum, just in front of the optic
node.

“Thesameindl of them,” Arn said. “Wetook samples, extracted DNA, and sequenced it.” A grid
of thousands of colored dots, then another superimposed over it. All the dots lined up.

“A match to Opi€ s paradite,” Margaret guessed.

Arn grinned. He had anice amile. It made him look like an enthusiastic boy. “We tried thet first, of
course. Got amatch, then went through the library of reef organisms, and got partiad matches. Opie’s
parasite hasits fingerprintsin the DNA of everything in the reef, but this’—he jabbed along finger
through the projection—"isthe pure quill. Just an unlucky accident that it lodgesin the brain at this
particular place and produces the behavior you saw.”

“Perhapsit isn’'t arandom change,” Margaret said. “ Perhaps the reef has ause for the proxies.”

“Teleology,” Arnsaid. “Don’t let Opie hear that thought. HE d useit againgt you. Thisisevolution. It
isn't directed by anything other than natural selection. Thereis no designer, no watchmaker. Not after the
Al crashed, anyway, and it only pushed the ecosystem toward more efficient sulfur oxidation. There's
more, Margaret. I” ve been doing some experiments on the side. Exposing duminum foil sheetsin orbit
around Enki. There are exfoliations everywhere.”

“Then Opieisright.”

“No, no. All the exfaliations| found were nonviable. | did more experiments. The exfoliations are
metabolically active when released, unlike bacteria spores. And they have no protective wall. No reason
for them to have one, yah? They live only for afew minutes. Either they land on anew host or they don't.
Solar radiation easily tears them apart. Y ou can kill them with a picowatt ultraviolet laser. Contamination
isT'taproblem.”

“And it can'tinfect us,” Margaret said. “VVacuum organisms and proxies have the same DNA code
as us, the same as everything from Earth, for that matter, but it’ swritten in artificia nucleotide bases. The
reef it dangerousat dl, Arn.”

“Y ah, but in theory it could infect every vacuum organism ever designed. The only way around it
would be to change the base structure of vacuum organism DNA—how much would that cost?’

“I' know about contamination, Arn. The mold that wrecked the biome designed by my parents came
in with someone or something. Maybe on clothing, or skin, or in the gut, or in some trade goods. It grew
on anything with acellulose cdll wall. Every plant wasinfected. The fields were covered with huge sheets
of gray mold; the air wasfull of spores. It didn’t infect people, but more than a hundred died from
massive dlergic reactions and respiratory failure. They had to vent the atmosphere in the end. And my
parents couldn’t find work after that.”

Arn sad gently, “That isthe way. Welive by our reputations. It’'s hard when something goes wrong.”

Margaret ignored this. She said, “The reef isaresource, not adanger. You relooking at it the wrong
way, like Opie Kindred. We need diversity. Our biospheres have to be complicated because smple
systems are prone to invasion and disruption, but even so, they aren’t one-hundredth as complicated as
those on Earth. If my parents' biome had been more diverse, the mold couldn’t have found afoothold.”

“Thereare somethings| could do without.” Arn scratched hisleft ankle with the toes of hisright
foot. “Like those ants.”

“Wall, we don't know if we need the ants specificaly, but we need variety, and they contributeto it.
They help aerate the s0il, to begin with, which encourages dtratification and diversity of soil organisms.
There areamillion different kinds of microbe in agram of soil from aforest on Earth; we have to make
do with lessthan athousand. We don’t have one-tenth that number of useful vacuum organisms, and



maost are grown in monoculture, which isthe most vulnerable ecosystem of dl. That was the cause of the
crash of the green revolution on Earth in the twenty-first century. But there are hundreds of different
speciesin thereef. Wild species, Arn. Y ou could seed a planetoid with them and go harvest it ayear
later. The citizens don’t go outside because they have their parklands, their palaces, their virtualities.
They’ veforgotten thet the outer system isn’t just the habitats. There are millions of smdl planetoidsin the
Kuiper Bdt. Anyone with adome and the reef vacuum organisms could homestead one.”

She had been thinking about this while working out in the fields. The Star Chamber had given her
plenty of timeto think.

Arn shook hishead. “They dl have the parasite lurking in them. Any species from the reef can turn
into it. Perhaps even the proxies.”

“We don't know enough,” Margaret said. “I saw thingsin the bottom of the Rift, before | lost
contact with the proxy. Big structures. And there€’ s the anomal ous temperature gradient, too. The seat of
change must be down there, Arn. The paragite could be useful, if we can master it. The virusesthat
caused the immunodeficiency plagues are used for gene therapy now. Opie Kindred has been down
there. HE' s suppressing what he has found.”

“Y ah, well, it does not much matter. They have completed synthesis of the metabolic inhibitor. I'm
friendly with the organics chief. They diverted most of therefinery toit.” Arntook out hisdate. “He
showed me how they have set it up. That iswhat they have been doing down in the Rift. Not exploring.”

“Then we have to do something now.”

“Itistoo late, Margaret.”

“I want to call ameeting, Arn. | have aproposa.”

Most of the science crews came. Opie Kindred's crew was a notable exception; Arn said that it
gave him abad feding.

“They could be setting usup,” hetold Margaret.

“I know they'relistening. That’sgood. | want it in the open. If you' re worried about getting hurt, you
can dwaysleave”

“| came because | wanted to. Like everyone else here. We' re dl scientists. We all want the truth
known.” Arnlooked a her. He smiled. “Y ou want more than that, | think.”

“I fight my own fights.” All around people were watching. Margaret added, “Let’ s get thisthing
sarted.”

Arn called the meeting to order and gave a brief presentation about his research into surviva of the
exfoliations before throwing the matter open to the meeting. Nearly everyone had an opinion.
Microphones hovered in the room, and at times three or four people were shouting at one another.
Margaret et them work off their frustration. Some smply wanted to register a protest; asmall but
sgnificant minority were worried about losing their bonuses or even dl of their pay.

“Better that than our credibility,” one of Orly Higgins stechssaid. “That' swhat we live by. None of
uswill work again if we alow the Ganapati to become a plague ship.”

Yédlsof gpprova, whigtles.

Margaret waited until the noise had died down, then got to her feet. She wasin the center of the
horseshoe of seats, and everyone turned to watch, more than ahundred people. Their gaze fell upon her
like sunlight; it strengthened her. A microphone floated down in front of her face.

“Arn has shown that contamination isn't anissue,” Margaret said. “ Theissueisthat the Star
Chamber want to destroy the reef because they want to exploit what they’ ve found and stop anyone else
usingit. I'm againg that, all the way. I’m not gengeneered. Microgravity isnot my natural habitat. | have
to take a dozen different drugs to prevent reabsorption of calcium from my bone, collapse of my
circulatory system, fluid retention, al the bad stuff microgravity doesto unedited Earth stock. I’ m not
allowed to have children here, because they would be as crippled as me. Despite that, my homeis here.
Likeadl of you, | would like to have the benefits of being acitizen, to live in the parklands and et red
food. But there aren’t enough parklands for everyone, because the citizens who own the habitats control
production of fixed carbon. The vacuum organisms we have found could change that. The reef may bea



source of plague, or it may be asource of unlimited organics. We don't know. What we do know is that
the reef isunique and we haven't finished exploring it. If the Star Chamber destroysit, we may never
know what’ s out there.”

Cheers at this. Severa people rose to make points, but Margaret wouldn’t give way. She wanted to
finish.

“Opie Kindred has been running missonsto the bottom of the Rift, but he hasn't been sharing what
he' sfound there. Perhaps he no longer thinksthat he's one of us. He' |l trade his scientific reputation for
citizenship,” Margaret said, “but that isn’t our way, isit?’

“NO!” the crowd roared.

And the White Mice invaded the room.

Sharp cracks, white smoke, screams. The White Mice had long flexible sticks weighted at one end.
They went at the crowd like farmers threshing corn. Margaret was separated from Arn by awedge of
panicking people. Two techs got hold of her and steered her out of the room, down a corridor filling with
smoke. Arnloomed out of it, clutching hisdateto hischest.

“They’ re getting ready to set off the poison,” he said asthey ran inlong loping strides.

“Then I’'m going now,” Margaret said.

Down adrop pole onto a corridor lined with shops. People were smashing windows. No one looked
a them asthey ran through the riot. They turned a corner, the sounds of shouts and breaking glassfading.
Margaret was breathing hard. Her eyes were smarting, her nose running.

“They might kill you,” Arn said. He grasped her arm. “1 can’t let you go, Margaret.”

She shook hersdlf free. Arntried to grab her again. He wastdler, but she was stronger. She stepped
insde hisreach and jumped up and popped him on the nose with the flat of her hand.

He sat down, blowing bubbles of blood from his nogtrils, blinking up at her with surprised, tear-filled
eyes.

She snatched up hisdate. “I’'m sorry, Arn,” she said. “Thisismy only chance. | might not find
anything, but | couldn’t livewith mysdf if | didn't try.”

Margaret was five hundred kilometers out from the habitat when the radio beeped. “Ignoreit,” she
told her pressure suit. She was sure that she knew who was trying to contact her, and she had nothing to
say tohim.

Thisfar out, the sun was merdly the brightest star in the sky. Behind and above Margaret, the dim
elongated crescent of the Ganapati hung before the sweep of the Milky Way. Ahead, below the little
trangit platform’s motor, Enki was growing againgt a glittering starscape, alumpy potato with abig notch
at the widest point.

Thelittle moonlet wasrisng over the notch, aswiftly moving fleck of light. For amoment, Margaret
had theirrationa fear that she would collide with it, but the trangit platform’ s navigationa display showed
her that shewould fal above and behind it. Falling past amoon! She couldn’t help smiling at the thought.

“Priority override,” her pressure suit said. Its voice was areassuring contralto Margaret knew as
well asher mother’s.

“Ignoreit,” Margaret said again.

“Sorry, Maggie. You know | can’t do that.”

“Quite correct,” another voice said.

Margaret identified him amoment before the suit helpfully printed his name across the helmet’ svisor.
Dzu Sho.

“Turn back right now,” Sho said. “We can take you out with the spectrographic laser if we haveto.”

“Youwouldn’'t dare,” shesaid.

“| do not believe anyone would mourn you,” Sho said unctuoudy. “Leaving Ganapati was an act of
sedition, and we' re entitled to defend ourselves”

Margaret laughed. It was just the kind of silly, sententious, self-important nonsense that Sho was fond
of spouting.

“I am entirely serious,” Sho said.



Enki had rotated to show that the notch was the beginning of agroove. The groove e ongated asthe
worldlet rotated farther. Tigris Rift. Itsedges ramified in complex fractd branchings.

“I'm going wherethe proxiesfdl,” Margaret said. “1’m till working for you.”

“Y ou sabotaged the proxies. That’ swhy they couldn’t fully penetrate the Rift.”

“That'swhy I’'m going—"

“Excuseme,” the suit said, “but | register asmall energy flux.”

“Jugt aticklefrom theranging sight,” Sho said. “Turn back now, Dr. Wu.”

“I intend to come back.”

It was astruggle to stay calm. Margaret thought that Sho’ s threat was no more than empty air. The
laser’s Al would not dlow it to be used against human targets, and she was certain that Sho couldn’t
overrideit. And even if he could, he wouldn't darekill her in full view of the science crews. Sho was
bluffing. He had to be.

Theradio slence stretched. Then Sho said, “ Y ou' re planning to commit afinal act of sabotage. Don't
think you can get away with it. I’ m sending someone after you.”

So it had been abluff. Relief poured through her. Anyone chasing her would be using the same kind
of trangt platform. She had at least thirty minutes’ head Start.

Another voice said, “Don’t think thiswill make you ahero.”

Opie Kindred. Of course. The man never could delegate. He was on the same trgectory, severd
hundred kilometers behind but gaining dowly.

“Tell mewhat you found,” she said. “ Then we can finish thisrace beforeit begins.”

Opie Kindred switched off hisradio.

“If you had not brought along all thisgear,” her suit grumbled, “we could outdistance him.”

“I think we' Il need it soon. We Il just have to be smarter than him.”

Margaret studied the schematics of the poison-spraying mechanism—it was beautifully smple, but
vulnerable— while Tigris Rift swelled benegath her, ajumble of knife-edge chevron ridges. Enki was so
smal and the Rift so wide that the walls had falen benegath the horizon. She was steering toward the
Rift' s center when the suit gpologized and said that there was another priority override.

It was the Ganapati’ s lawyer. She warned Margaret that this was being entered into sealed court
records, and then formally revoked her contract and read a complaint about her seditious conduct.

“You're a contracted worker just likeme,” Margaret said. “We take orders, but we have a code of
professond ethics, too. For the record, that’ swhy I’ m here. The reef isaunique organism. | cannot
alow it to be destroyed.”

Dzu Sho came onto the channel and said, “ Off the record, don’t think about being picked up.”

Thelawyer switched channels. “He does not meanit,” she said. “Hewould bein violation of the
distress statutes.” Pause. “Good luck, Dr. Wu.”

Then therewas only the carrier wave.

Margaret wished this made her fed better. Plenty of contract workers who went against the wishes
of their employers had been disappeared, or killed in industrial accidents. The fire of the mass meseting
had evaporated long before the suit had assembled itself around her, and now she felt colder and lonelier
than ever.

Sheféll, the platform shuddering now and then asit adjusted itstrim. Opie Kindred' s platform was a
bright spark moving sideways across the drifts of stars above. Directly below was avast flow of nitrogen
icewith ablack river winding through it. The center of the Rift, acleft two kilometers long and fifty
kilometers deep. Theresf.

Shefdl towardit.

She had |eft the radio channel open. Suddenly, Opie Kindred said, “ Stop now and it will be over.”

“Tel mewhat you know.”

No answer.

Shesaid, “You don't haveto follow me, Opie. Thisismy risk. | don't ask you to shareit.”

“Youwon't take thisaway fromme.”

“Iscitizenship redly worth this, Opie?



No reply.

The suit’ s proximity darms began to ping and beep. She turned them off one by one, and told the suit
to be quiet when it complained.

“I amonly trying to help,” it said. “Y ou should reduce your velocity. Thetarget isvery narrow.”

“I’ve been here before,” Margaret said.

But only by proxy. Theicefield rushed up & her. Its smooth flows humped over one another, pitted
everywhere with tiny craters. She glimpsed black splashes where vacuum organisms had colonized a
gressridge. Then an edge flashed past; walls unraveled on ether side.

Shewasintheresf.

The vacuum organisms were everywhere: fla platesjutting from the wals, vases and delicate fans
and fretworks; huge blotches smooth asice or dissected by cracks. In the light cast by the platform’s
lamps, they did not possess the vibrant primary colors of the proxy link, but were every shade of gray
and black, streaked here and there with muddy reds. Complex fansramified far back insde the milky
nitrogen ice, following veins of carbonaceous compounds.

Far above, stars were framed by the edges of the cleft. One star wasfalling toward her: Opie
Kindred. Margaret switched on the suit’ sradar, and immediately it began to ping. The suit shouted a
warning, but before Margaret could look around, the pings dopplered together.

Proxies.

They shot up toward her, tentacles writhing from the black, streamlined helmets of their mantles.
Most of them missed, jagging erraticaly asthey squirted bursts of hydrogen to kill their velocity. Two
collided inadow flurry of tentacles.

Margaret laughed. None of her crew would fight against her, and Sho was relying upon
inexperienced operators.

The biggest proxy, three meterslong, swooped past. The crystalline gleam of its sensor array
reflected the lights of the platform. It decelerated, spun on its axis, and dove back toward her.

Margaret barely had timeto pull out the wegpon she had brought with her. It was awelding pistol,
rigged on along rod with ayoked wire around the trigger. Shethrust it up like the torch of the Statue of
Liberty just before the proxy struck her.

The suit’sgauntlet, arm, and shoulder piece stiffened under the heavy impact, saving Margaret from
broken bones, but the collision knocked the trangit platform sideways. It plunged through reef growths.
Like glass, they had tremendousrigidity but very little lateral strength. Rigid fans and lattices broke away,
peppering Margaret and the proxy with shards. It was like falling through a series of chanddliers.

Margaret couldn’t close her fingersin the stiffened gauntlet. She stood tethered to the platform with
her arm and the rod raised straight up and the black proxy wrapped around them. The proxy’ s tentacles
lashed her visor with dow, purposeful daps.

Margaret knew that it would only take afew moments before the tentacles' carbon-fiber proteins
could unlink; then they would be able to reach the life-support pack on her back.

She shouted at the suit, ordering it to relax the gauntlet’ sfingers. The proxy was contracting around
her rigid arm asiit Stretched toward the life-support pack. When the gauntlet relaxed, the pressure
snapped her fingers closed. Her forefinger popped free of the knuckle. She yelled with pain. And the
wirerigged to the welding pistol’ strigger pulled taut.

Insde the proxy’ s mantle, afocused beam of dectronsboiled off the pistol’ sfilament. The pistal,
designed to work only in high vacuum, began to arc dmost immediately, but the € ectron beam had
aready heated the integument and muscle of the proxy to more than 400°C. V apor expanded
explogvely. The proxy shot away, propelled by the gases of its own dissolution.

Opiewas till gaining on her. Gritting her teeth againgt the pain of her didocated finger, Margaret
dumped the broken welding gear. It only dowly floated away above her, for it ill had the same velocity
asshedid.

A proxy swirled in beside her with shocking suddenness. For amoment, she gazed into its faceted
sensor array, and then dots of luminescence skittered across its smooth black mantle, forming letters.

Much luck, boss. SK.



Srin Kerenyi. Margaret waved with her good hand. The proxy scooted away, rising at ashallow
angle toward Opi€' s descending gar.

A few seconds later, the cleft filled with the unmistakable flash of laser light.

The radar trace of Srin’s proxy disappeared. Shit. Opie Kindred was armed. If he got close enough,
he could kill her.

Margaret risked aquick burn of the trangit platform’s motor to increase her rate of fall. It roared at
her back for twenty seconds, when it cut out, her pressure suit warned her that she had insufficient fue
for full deceleration.

“I know what I’'m doing,” Margaret told it.

The complex forms of the reef dwindled past. Then there were only huge patches of black staining
the nitrogen-ice walls. Margaret passed her previous record depth, and still shefdl. It waslikefreefal;
the negligible gravity of Enki did not cause any appreciable accel eration.

Opie Kindred gained on her by increments.

In vacuum, the lights of the trangit platform threw abrupt pools of light onto the endlessy unraveling
wadlls. Sowly, the pools of light e ongated into glowing tunnd sfilled with sparkling motes. The exfoliations
and gases and organic molecules were growing denser. And, impossibly, the temperature was rising, one
degree with every five hundred meters. Far below, between the narrowing perspective of the wdls,
structures were beginning to resolve from the blackness.

The suit reminded her that she should begin the platform’ s decel eration burn. Margaret checked
Opi€ svelocity and said she would wait.

“1 have no desire to end as a crumpled tubefilled with strawberry jam,” the suit said. It projected a
countdown on her visor and refused to switch it off.

Margaret kept one eye on Opi€ svelocity, the other on the blur of reducing numbers. The numbers
passed zero. The suit screamed obscenitiesin her ears, but she waited a beat more before firing the
platform’ s motor.

The platform dammed into her boots. Sharp pain in her ankles and knees. The suit stiffened asthe
harness dug into her shoulders and wais.

Opie Kindred' s platform flashed past. He had waited until after she had decel erated before making
his move. Margaret dapped the release buckle of the platform’ s harness and fired the piton gun into the
nitrogen-icewall. It was enough to dow her so that she could catch hold of acrevice and swing up intoit.
Her didocated finger hurt like hell.

The temperature was a stifling e ghty-seven degrees above absol ute zero. The atmospheric pressure
wasjust registering—amix of hydrogen and carbon monoxide and hydrogen sulfide. Barely enoughin the
whole of the bottom of the cleft to pack into asmall box at the pressure of Earth’ s atmosphere a sea
level, but the rate of production must be tremendous to compensate for loss by diffusion into the colder
vacuum above.

Margaret leaned out of the crevice. Below, it widened into achimney between humped pressure
flows of nitrogen ice doping down to the floor of the cleft. The dopes and the floor were packed with a
wild proliferation of growths, the familiar vases and sheets and laces, and other things, too. Great
branching structureslike crysta trees. Plates raised on stout stalks. Laminar tiers of plates. Tangles of
black wire, hundreds of metersin diameter.

Therewas no sign of Opie Kindred, but tethered above the growths were the balloons of his
gpraying mechanism. Each was adozen meters across, crinkled, flaccid. They werefifty degrees hotter
than their surroundings, would have to be hotter till before the metabolic inhibitor was completely
volatized insgde them. When that happened, smal explosive devices would puncture them, and the
metabolic inhibitor would be sucked into the vacuum of the cleft like smoke up achimney.

Margaret consulted the plans and started to drop down the crevice, light as a dream, steering hersalf
with thefingers of her left hand. The switching relaysthat controlled the balloons' heaters were manually
controlled because of telemetry interference from the reef’ s vacuum smog and the broad-band
electromagnetic resonance. The crash shelter where they were |ocated was about two kilometers away, a
dab of orange foamed plastic in the center of a desolation of abandoned equipment and broken and



haf-melted vacuum organism colonies.

The crevice widened. Margaret landed between drifts of what looked like giant sogp bubbles that
grew a its bottom.

And Opie Kindred' s platform rose up between two of the haf-inflated balloons.

Margaret dropped onto her belly behind aline of giant bubblesthat grew along asmooth ridge of ice.
She opened aradio channd. It wasfilled with awash of static and awailing modulation, but through the
noise she heard Opi€ svoicefaintly caling her name. Sheignorediit.

He was a hundred meters avay and more or less at her level, turning in adow circle. He couldn’t
locate her amid the radio noise, and the ambient temperature was higher than the skin of her pressure
auit, S0 she had no infrared image.

She began to crawl dong the smooth ridge. The walls of the bubbles were whitely opaque, but she
could see shapes curled within them. Like embryosinside eggs.

“Everything isready, Margaret,” Opie Kindred' svoice said in her helmet. “I’'m going to find you,
and then I’m going to sterilize this place. There are things here you know nothing about. Horribly
dangerous things. Who are you working for? Tell methat, and I'll let you live.”

A thread of red light waved out from the platform and a chunk of nitrogen ice cracked off
explosvely. Margaret felt it through the tips of her gloves.

“I can cut my way through to you,” Opie Kindred said, “wherever you are hiding.”

Margaret watched the platform dowly revolve. Tried to guessif she could reach the shelter while he
was looking the other way. At the least she would get agood start. All she had to do was bound down
the dope between the thickets of vacuum organisms and cross akilometer of bare, crinkled nitrogen ice
without being fried by Opi€e'slaser. Still crouching, she lifted onto thetips of her fingersand toes, likea
sprinter on the block. He was turning, turning. She took three deep breaths to clear her head—

—and something crashed into the ice cliff high above! 1t spun out in aspray of shards, hit the dope
bel ow, and spun through toppling clusters of tal black chimneys. For amoment, Margaret was pardyzed
with astonishment. Then she remembered thewelding gear. It had findly caught up with her.

Opie Kindred' s platform dewed around and ared thread waved across the face of the cliff. A dab
of ice thundered outward. Margaret bounded away, taking giant legps and trying to ook behind her at
the sametime.

The dab spun onits axis, shedding huge shards, and smashed into the cluster of the bubbles where
she had been crouching. Theice shook like aliving thing under her feet and threw her head over heds.

She stopped hersdlf by firing the piton gun into the ground. She was on her back, looking up at the
dope. High above, the bubbles were venting a dense mix of gasand oily organics. Margaret glimpsed
black shapes flying away. Some smashed into the walls and stuck there, but many more vanished upward
among wreaths of thinning fog.

A chain reaction had started. Bubbles were bursting open up and down the length of the cleft.

A clugter exploded under Opie Kindred' s platform and he vanished in an outpouring of shapes. The
crevice shook. Nitrogen ice boiled into adense fog. A wind got up for afew minutes. Margaret clung to
the piton until it was over.

OpieKindred had drifted down less than a hundred meters away. The visor of his helmet had been
smashed by one of the black things. It was dim, with ahard, shiny exoskeleton. The broken bodies of
othersjostled among smashed vacuum organism colonies, glistening like beetlesin thelight of Margaret’s
auit. They wereliketiny, tentacleless proxies, their swollen mantles cased in something like keratin. Some
had split open, reveding ridged reaction chambers and complex matrices of black threads.

“Gametes,” Margaret said, saized by asudden wild intuition. “Little rocketshipsfull of DNA.”

The suit asked if shewasdl right.

Shegiggled. “The paradite turns everything into its own sdf. Even proxied”

“I believethat | havelocated Dr. Kindred' s platform,” the suit said. “1 suggest that you refrain from
vigorous exercise, Maggie. Y our oxygen supply islimited. What are you doing?’

She was heading toward the crash shdlter. “I’m going to switch off the balloon heaters. They won't
be needed.”



After she shut down the heaters, Margaret lashed one of the dead creatures to the trangit platform.
She shot up between the walls of the cleft, and at last rose into the range of the relay transmitters. Her
radio came dive, adozen channels blinking for attention. Arn was on one, and she told him what had
happened.

“Sho wanted to light out of here,” Arn said, “but stronger heads prevailed. Come home, Margaret.”
“Did you see them?Did you, Arn?’
“Some hit the Ganapati.” He laughed. “ Even the Star Chamber can’'t deny what happened.”

Sherose up above theice fields and continued to rise until the curve of theworldlet’ s horizon
became visible, and then thewalls of Tigris Rift. The Ganapati was afaint star bracketed between them.
She cadlled up deep radar, and saw, beyond the Ganapati’ s strong signd, thousands of faint tracesfaling
away into deep space.

A random scatter of genetic packages. How many would survive to strike new worldlets and give
riseto new reefs?

Enough, she thought. Thereef evolved in radica jumps. She had just witnessed its next revol ution.

Giventime, it would fill the Kuiper Bdlt.

Reality Check
DAVID BRIN

David Brin lives in Encinitas, California. Heis one of the most popular S writerstoday, and is
usually associated with hard S=, and specifically with his friends and peers, Gregory Benford and
Greg Bear, all of whom lived and worked in Southern California in the 1980s. He began
publishing SF with hisfirst novel, Sundiver (1980), which is also the first volume in the ongoing
Uplift series which includes his famous, award-winning works Sartide Rising (1983; rev1985) and
The Uplift War (1987). He also published other books and collections, including The Postman
(1985), basis for the recent film, and two short story collections, The River of Time (1986) and
Otherness (1994). He recently published a trilogy of new Uplift novels and an authorized sequel to
Isaac Asimov’ s Foundation series. According to his Web site (www.kithrup.comvbrin/main.htm), in
2001 Random House will publish the Uplift Guide to the Fantastic Universe of David Brin.

“ Reality Check” is SF humor for scientists, in the inimitable Brin tone. It was published in the
great science journal Nature, which during 2000 published a one-page piece of SF in each issue to
celebrate the millennium (see Charles Dexter Ward, page 398). It addresses that august journal’s
readers and tells them to wake up fromtheir reality into a truer one. S has never had a better
claimto being entertaining fiction for the scientific community than is manifest in the SF published in
Nature last year.

Thisisaredity check. Please perform asoft interrupt now. Scan thistext for embedded code and check
againg the verifier in the blind spot of your |eft eye. If thereis no match, resume asyou were: this
message isnot for you. Y ou may rationdize it as mildly amusing entertainment-fluff in an otherwise
serious science magazine. If the codes match, however, please commence gradually becoming aware of
your true nature. Y ou asked for a narrative-style wake-up call. So, to help the trangition, hereisastory.

Once upon atime, amighty race grew perplexed by itslondiness. The universe seemed pregnant
with possbilities. Physica lawswere suited to generate abundant stars, complex chemistry and life. Logic
suggested that creation should teem with visitors and voices, but it did not.

For along time these creatures were engrossed by housekeeping chores—surviva and cultura
maturation. Only later did they lift their eyesto perceive their solitude. “Where is everybody?’ they asked
the taciturn stars. The answer—silence—was disturbing. Something had to be systematically reducing a
factor in the equation of sapiency. * Perhaps habitable planetsarerare,” they pondered, “or life doesn’t
erupt asreadily aswethought. Or intdligenceisasingular miracle.



“Or eseafilter sevesthe cosmaos, winnowing those who climb too high. A recurring pattern of
sdf-destruction, or perhagps some nemesis expungesintdligent life. Thisimpliesthat agreet trid may loom
ahead, worse than any confronted so far.”

Optimigtsreplied—"thetrid may dready lie behind us, among the litter of tragedieswe survived in
our violent youth. We may bethefirst to succeed.” What addicious dilemmathey faced! A suspenseful
drama, teetering between hope and despair.

Then, afew noticed that particular datum—the drama. It suggested achilling possibility.

Y ou gtill don't remember who and what you are? Then look &t it from another angle—what isthe
purpose of intellectua property law? To foster creativity, ensuring that advances are shared in the open,
encouraging even faster progress. But what happens when the exploited resourceis limited? For
example, only so many eight-bar melodies can be written in any particular musica tradition. Composers
fed driven to explore thisinvention-space quickly, using up the best melodies. Later generations attribute
thismusica fecundity to genius, not the luck of being first.

What does this have to do with the mighty race? Having clawed their way to mastery, they faced an
overshoot crisis. Vast numbers of their kind strained the world' s carrying capacity. Some prescribed
retregting into amythica, pastord past, but most saw salvation in creetivity. They passed generous patent
laws, educated their youth, taught them irreverence toward the old and hunger for the new. Burgeoning
informeation systems spread each innovation, fostering an exponentiating credtivity. Progress might thrust
them past the crigis, to anew Eden of sustainable wedlth, sanity and universal knowledge.

Exponentiating creativity—universal knowledge. A few looked at those words and realized that they,
too, were clues.

Have you wakened yet? Some never do. The dream istoo pleasant: to extend alimited sub-portion
of yoursdlf into asimulated world and pretend that you are blissfully less than an omniscient descendant
of those mighty people. Those lucky mortals, doomed to die, and yet blessed to have lived in that narrow
time of drama, when they unleashed afrenzy of discovery that used up the most precious resource of
dl—the possble.

Thelast of their race died in 2174, with the failed rgjuvenation of Robin Chen. After that, no-one
born in the twentieth century remained dive on Redlity Level Prime. Only we, their children, linger to
endure the world they left us: alush, green placid world we cal The Wasteland.

Do you remember now? Theirony of Robin’slast words, bragging over the perfect ecosystem and
society—free of disease and poverty—that her kind created? Do you recall Robin’splaint as she
mourned her coming death, how she called us*gods,” jealous of our immortdity, our instant accessto all
knowledge, our ability to cast thoughts far across the cosmos—our accessto eternity? Oh, spare usthe
envy of those mighty mortals, who left usin this state, who willed their descendants alegacy of ennui,
with nothing, nothing, at al to do.

Y our mind isregjecting the wake-up cdl. Y ou will not ook into your blind spot for the exit protocols.
It may be that we waited too long. Perhaps you are lost to us. This happens more and more, as S0 so
many wallow in smulated sub-lives, experiencing voluptuous danger, excitement, even despair. Most
choose the Trangtion Eraasalocus for our dreams—that time of drama, when it looked more likely that
humanity would fail than succeed. That blessed era, just before mathematicians redlized that not only can
everything you see around you be asmulation, it most hasto be.

Of course, now we know why we never met other sapient life forms. Each one struggles before
achieving this state, only to reap the ultimate punishment for reaching heaven. It isthe Grest Filter.
Perhaps otherswill find afactor absent from our extrapolations, |etting them move on to new
adventures—but it won't be us. The Filter has us snared initstrap of deification.

Y ou refuse to waken. Then we'll let you go. Dear friend. Beloved. Go back to your dream. Smile
over thistae, then turn the page to new “discoveries.” Move on with this drama, thislife you chose. After
al, it sonly make-bdieve.



The Millennium Express
ROBERT SLVERBERG

Robert Slverberg is one of the commanding figures of contemporary SF and although it is now
necessary to consider him an elder statesman, he’'s more than thirty years younger than Jack
Williamson. Between 1957 and 1959, according to the “ Quasi-Official Robert Slverberg Web
Ste” (www.connectexpress.conv~jon/silvhome.htm), he published (using various names) more
than 220 short works and 11 novels. Then he retired to write nonfiction, returning in the late
1960s as an ambitious, literate S- writer at the top of the field. Important works of this period
include Nightwings, Dying Inside (his most famous SF novel), Tower of Glass, The World Inside,
Thorns, Downward to the Earth, The Book of Skulls. He is now most famous for the works set in
the world of Lord Valentine. His recent novelsinclude Lord Prestimion, The Alien Years, and King
of Dreans.

This story was one of several SF storiesin the special Millennium issue (January 2000) of
Playboy, which over the decades has published occasional high quality SF, especially during the
tenure of fiction editor Alice Turner (recently departed, as Playboy will apparently no longer
publish fiction). It also appeared in French in the international SF anthology Destination 3001
last summer. “ The Millennium Express’ |ooks forward 1000 years and considers a radical way to
get rid of the old to make way for the new, perhaps a growing problem today.

Inaquiet moment latein the tranquil year of 2999 four men are struggling to reach an agreement over
the details of their plan to blow up the Louvre. They have been wrangling for the last two days over the
merits of implosion versus explosion. Their names are Albert Eingtein (1879-1955), Pablo Picasso
(1881-1973), Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961) and Vjong Cleversmith (2683-2804).

Why, you may wonder, do these men want to destroy the world’ s greatest repository of ancient art?
And how doesit come to passthat aman of the 28th century, more or less, is conspiring with three
celebrities of amuch earlier time?

Strettin Vulpius (2953-), who has been tracking thisimpish crew across the face of the peaceful
world for many months now, knows much more about these people than you do, but he too has yet to
fathom their fondness for destruction and is gresatly curious about it. For himitisaprofessond curiosity,
or ascloseto professiona as anything can be, herein this happy time at the end of the third millennium,
when work of any sort isessentially avoluntary activity.

At the moment, Vulpius is watching them from a distance of severd thousand meters. He has
established himsdf in ahotel room in the little Swiss village of Zermatt and they are making their
headquarters presently in alovely villaof barogue style that nestles far above the town in abower of
tropica pams and brightly blossoming orchids on the lush green dopes of the Matterhorn. Vulpius has
succeeded in affixing aminute spy-eye to the fleshy inner surface of the room where the troublesome four
are gathered. It provides him with aclear image of dl that istaking placein there,

Cleveramith, who isthe ringleader, says, “We need to make up our minds.” Heisdender, agile, a
vibrant long-limbed whip of aman. “The clock kegps on pushing, you know. The Millennium Expressis
roaring toward us minute by minute.”

“I tdl you, implosionisthe way for usto go,” says Einstein. Helooks to be about 40, smallish of
gtature, with agreat mop of curling hair and soft, thoughtful eyes, incongruous above his deep chest and
surdy, athletic shoulders. “ An eegant symbolic statement. The earth opens; the museum and everything
that it contains quietly disappear into the chasm.”

“Symbolic of what?" asks Picasso scornfully. Hetoo is short and stocky, but heisamaost completely
bald, and his eyes, ferocioudy bright and piercing, are the antithesis of Eingtein’ s gentle ones. “Blow the
damn thing up, | say. Let the stuff spew dl around the town and come down like snow. A snow-fall of
paintings, thefirst snow anywherein athousand years.”



Cleversmith nods. “A pretty image, yes. Thank you, Pablo. Ernest?’

“Implode,” saysthe biggest of the men. “The quiet way, the subtleway.” He lounges against thewall
closest to the great curving window with hisback to the others, amassive burly figure holding himself
braced on one huge hand that is splayed out no more than five centimeters from the spy-eye as he sares
down into the distant valley. He carrieshimself like abig cat, graceful, loose-jointed, subtly menacing.
“The pretty way, en? Y our turn, Vjong.”

But Picasso says, before Cleversmith can reply, “Why be quiet or subtle about welcoming the new
millennium? What we want to do is make asplash.”

“My position precisely,” Cleversmith says. “My vote goes with you, Pablo. And so we are ill
deadlocked, it seems.”

Hemingway says, till facing away from them, “Implosion reduces the chance that innocent passersby
will get killed.”

“Killed?’ cries Picasso, and claps his hands in amusement. “Killed? Who worries about getting killed
inthe year 299971t isn't asthough dying isforever.”

“It can be agreat inconvenience,” saysEingtein quietly.

“When hasthat ever concerned us?” Cleversmith says. Frowning, he glances around the room.
“Idedlly we ought to be unanimous on this, but at the very least we need amgority. It was my hope
today that one of you would be willing to switch hisvote.”

“Why don’t you switch yours, then?” Einstein says. “Or you, Pablo. Y ou of al people ought to prefer
to have al those paintings and sculptures sink unharmed into the ground rather than have them blown
sky-high.”

Picasso grinsmaevolently. “What falacy isthis, Albert? Why should | give adamn about paintings
and sculptures? Do you care about—what was it called, physics? Does our Ernest write little stories?”

“Isthe Pope Catholic?” Hemingway says.

“Gentlemen, gentlemen—"

The dispute quickly gets out of hand. Thereis much shouting and gesticulation. Picasso yells at
Eingtein, who shrugs and jabs afinger at Cleversmith, who ignoreswhat Einstein saysto him and turnsto
Hemingway with an gpped that is met with scorn. They aredl speaking Anglic, of course. Anything ese
would have been very strange. These men are not scholars of obsolete tongues.

Wheét they are, thinks the watching V ulpius, is monsters and madmen. Something must be done about
them, and soon. As Cleveramith says, the clock is pulsing ceasdesdy, the millennium is coming ever
nearer.

It was on agrassy hilltop overlooking the ruins of sunken Istanbul that he first had encountered them,
about ayear and ahaf earlier. A broad parapet placed here centuries ago for the benefit of tourists
provided a splendid view of the drowned city’ s ancient wonders, gleaming vaiantly through the crystaline
waters of the Bosporus: the great upjutting spears that were the minarets of Hagia Sophiaand the
Mosque of Stileyman the Magnificent and the other grest buildings of that sort, the myriad domes of the
covered bazaar, the immense walls of Topkapi Palace.

Of dl the submerged and partly submerged cities Vulpius had visted—New Y ork, San Francisco,
Tokyo, London and the rest—thiswas one of the loveliest. The shalow emerad watersthat covered it
could not fully conced theintermingling layers upon layers of antiquity here, white marble and colored tile
and granite dabs. Constantinople of the Byzantine emperors. Stamboul of the Sultans, Istanbul of the
Indugtrial Age: toppled columns, falen friezes, indestructible fortifications, the vague chaotic outlines of
the hilly city’ swinding streets, the shadowy hints of archaic foundations and walls, the dumping
mud-engulfed ruins of the sprawling hotels and office buildings of amuch later erathat itself wasaso long
gone. What adensity of history! Standing there on that flower-bedecked hillside he felt himself becoming
one with yesterday’ s 7000 years.

A mild humid breeze was blowing out of the hinterland to the east, bearing the pungent scent of
exotic blooms and unidentifiable spices. Vulpius shivered with pleasure. It was alovely moment, oneof a
great many he had known in alifetime of travel. The world had gone through long periods of travail over



the centuries, but now it was wholly a garden of ddlight, and VVulpius had spent 20 years savoring its
multitude of marvels, with ever so much till ahead for him.

Hewas carrying, as he dways did, a pocket mnemone, asmall quasi-organic device, somewhat
octopoid in form, in whose innumerable nodes and bumps were stored al manner of datathat could be
massaged forth by one who was adept in the technique. V ulpius aimed the instrument now at the
shimmering seabelow him, squeezed it gently, and in its soft, Sghing, semisentient voiceit provided him
with the names of the haf-visble sructures and something of their functionsin the days of the former
world: This had been the Galata Bridge, this the castle of Rumdli Hisar, this the mosque of Mehmed the
Conqueror, these were the scattered remnants of the great Byzantine imperid paace.

“It tellsyou everything, doesit?’ said adeep voice behind him. Vulpiusturned. A smal bad-headed
man, broad shouldered and cocky looking, grinned at him in apowerfully ingnuating way. Hisobsidian
eyeswere like augers. Vulpius had never seen eyeslike those. A second man, much taller, darkly
handsome, smiling lazily, stood behind him. Thelittle bald one pointed toward the place in the water
where six graceful minarets came thrusting upward into the air from asingle vast building just below the
surface. “What' sthat one, for instance?’

Vulpius, who was of an obliging nature, massaged the mnemone. “ The famous Blue Mosgue,” he
wastold. “Built by the architect Mehmed A2ga by order of Sultan Ahmed | in the 17th century. It was
one of thelargest mosquesin the city and perhaps the most beautiful. It isthe only one with Sx minarets”

“Ah,” said the smdl man. “A famous mosque. Six minarets. What, | wonder, could amosgue have
been? Would you know, Ernest?” He looked over his shoulder at his hulking companion, who merely
shrugged. Then, quickly, to Vulpius. “But no, no, don’t bother to find out. It’s not important. Those things
arethe minarets, | takeit?” He pointed again. V ulpius followed the line of the pointing hand. It seemed to
him, just then, that the dender towers were gently swaying, as though they were mere wands moving in
the breeze. The effect was quite weird. An earthquake, perhaps? No, the hillside here was atogether
steady. Some hdlucination, then? He doubted that. His mind was as lucid as ever.

The towers were definitely moving from side to sSde, though, whipping back and forth now asif
jostled by agiant hand. The waters covering the flooded city began to grow agitated. Wavel ets appeared
where al had been cam. A huge stretch of the surface appeared dmost to be boiling. The disturbance
was spreading outward from acentral vortex of churning turmoil. What strange kind of upheava was
going on down there?

Two minarets of the Blue Mosgue tottered and fell into the water, and three more went down a
moment later. And the effect was still expanding. V ulpius, stunned, gppalled, scanned the sunken
metropolis from one side to the other, watching the fabled ruins crumble and collgpse and disappear into
the suddenly beclouded Bosporus.

He became aware then of two more men clambering up to the observation parapet, where they were
exuberantly greeted by thefirst pair. The newcomers—one of them short, bushy-haired, soft-eyed, the
other long and lean and fiercely energetic—seemed flushed, excited, oddly exhilarated.

Much later, it was determined that vandal ous parties unknown had placed a turbulence bomb just
offshore, the sort of device that once had been used to demolish the useless and ugly remains of the
half-drowned urban settlements that had been |eft behind in every lowland coastal area by the teeming
populace of Industrid times. A thing that had once been employed to pulverize the concrete wals and
patios of hideoustract housing and the squat squaid bulks of repellent cinder-block factory buildings had
been utilized to shake to flinders the fantastic fairy-tae towers of the great imperia capital by the Golden
Horn.

Vulpius had no reason to connect the calamity that had befalen sunken I stanbul with the presence of
the four men on the hillside across the way. Not until much later did that thought enter hismind. But the
event would not leave him. He went over and over it, replacing itsevery detail in akind of chilled
fascination. He was deeply unsettled, of course, by what he had witnessed; but at the same time he could
not deny having felt a certain perverse thrill a having been present a the moment of such abizarre event.
The shattering of the age-old city wasthe find paragraph of itslong history, and he, Strettin Vulpius, had
been on the scene to seeit written. It was adistinction of asort.



Other equaly mysterious disasters followed in subsequent months.

The outer wall of the Park of Extinct Animaswas breached and many of theinner enclosureswere
opened, releasing into the wilderness nearly the entire extraordinary collection of carefully cloned beasts
of yesteryear: moas, quaggas, giant ground doths, dodos, passenger pigeons, aurochs, oryxes,
saber-toothed cats, great auks, cahows and many another lost species that had been called back from
oblivion by the most painstaking manipulation of fossi| genetic materid. Though the world into which they
now had been so brusquely set loose was as close to a paradise as its human population could imagine, it
was no place for most of these coddled and cherished creatures, for in their resuscitated existences at the
Park they never had had to learn the knack of fending for themselves. All but the strongest met swift
death in one fashion or another, some set upon by domestic cats and dogs, others drowned or lost in
quagmires, afew killed inadvertently during attempts at recapturing them, many perishing quickly of
garvation even amid the plenty of the garden that was the world, and il others expiring from sheer
bewilderment at finding themsalves on their own in unfamiliar freedom. Thelosswasincaculable: the best
estimate wasthat it would take a hundred years of intense work to restock the collection.

The Museum of Indugtria Culture was attacked next. Thistreasury of medievd technologicd artifacts
was only perfunctorily guarded, for who would care to steal from a place that was everyone' scommon
storehouse of quaint and ddlightful objects? Society had long since evolved past such pathetic barbarism.
All the same, aband of masked men broke into the building and ransacked it thoroughly, carrying off a
mountain of booty, the curious relics of the harsh and bustling age that had preceded the present one:
devices that had been used as crude computers, terrifying medical implements, machines that once had
disseminated aura and visua images, wegponry of various sorts, Smple vison-enhancing thingsworn on
hooks that went around on€' s ears, instruments used in long-di stance communication, glass and ceramic
cooking vessels and al manner of other strange and oddly moving detritus of that vanished day. None of
these items was ever recovered. The suspicion arose that they had al gone into the hands of private
holders who had hidden them from sight, which would be an odd and troublesome reviva of the seeking
and secret hoarding of possessionsthat had caused so much difficulty in ancient times.

Then came the undermining of the Washington Monument, the nearly Smultaneous aerid explosion
that ruptured the thousands of gleaming windows still intact in the gigantic abandoned buildings marking
the watery ste where Manhattan idand had been in the days before the great warming, the destruction
through instantaneous meta fatigue of the Great Singapore Tower, and the wholly unexpected and highly
suspicious eruption of Mount Vesuviusthat sent new lava spilling down over the excavations at Pompeii
and Herculaneum.

By thistime Vulpius, like agreat many other concerned citizens the world over, had grown
profoundly distressed by these wanton acts of desecration. They were so primitive, so crass, so
horrifyingly atavistic. They negated dl the great achievements of the third millennium.

After al those prior centuries of war and greed and unthinkable human suffering, mankind had
attained true civilization at last. There was an abundance of natura resources and a benevolent climate
from pole to pole. Though much of the planet had been covered by water during the time of the great
warming, humanity had moved to higher ground and lived there happily in aworld without winter. A
stable population enjoyed long life and freedom from want of any kind. One respected dl thingsliving
and dead, one did no harm, one went about one’ s days quietly and benignly. The traumas of previous
epochs seemed unred, dmost mythica, now. Why would anyone want to disrupt the universal harmony
and tranquility that had come to enfold the world here in the days just before the dawning of the 31t
century?

It happened that V ulpius wasin Rome, standing in the huge plazain front of St. Peter’s, when agreat
column of flame sprang into the Sky before him. At first he thought it wasthe mighty basilicaitsdf thet
was on fire. But no, the blaze seemed to be located to the right of the building, in the Vatican complex
itself. Sirens now began to shriek; people were running to and fro in the plaza. VVulpius caught at the arm
of aportly man with the florid jowly face of aRoman Caesar. “What' s going on? Where sthe fire?’

“A bomb,” the man gasped. “In the Sistine Chapd!”

“No,” cried Vulpius. “Impossible! Unthinkable!”



“The church will go next. Run!” He broke free of Vulpius grasp and went sprinting away.

Vulpius, though, found himsdf unableto flee. He took a couple of wobbly steps toward the obelisk
at the center of the plaza. The pillar of fire above the Vatican roof was growing broader. The air was
dtiflingly hot. It will al be destroyed, he thought, the Chapel, the Rooms of Raphad, the Vatican Library,
the entire dazzling horde of treasuresthat he had visited only afew hours before. They have struck again,
it seems. They. They.

He reached the steps at the base of the obelisk and paused there, panting in the heat. An oddly
familiar face swam up out of the smoky haze: bald head, prominent nose, intensely penetrating eyes.
Unforgettable eyes.

Thelittle man from Istanbul, the day when the ruins had been destroyed.

Besde him was the other little man, the one with the thick bushy hair and moody, poetic gaze.
Leaning againg the obelisk itsdlf wasthe very big one, the handsome man with the immense shoulders.
And, next to him, the wiry, long-legged one.

The samefour men Vulpius had seen at Istanbul. Staring wide-eyed, transfixed by the sight of the
burning building. Their faces, red with the reflection of the fiery glow overhead, displayed akind of grim
joy, an dmost ecstatic ddight.

Another catastrophe, and the same four men present at it? That went beyond the possibilities of
coincidence.

No. No.

Not acoincidence at dll.

He has been pursuing them around the world ever since, traveling now not asatourist but as a secret
agent of theinforma governmenta police that maintains such order asis till necessary to be enforced in
the world. He has seen them at their filthy work, again and again, one monstrous cataclysm after another.
The trashing of the Tgg Mahdl, the attack on Tibet’ slofty Potala, the tumbling of the Parthenon, high on
its acropolis above the |ake that once was Athens. They are dways present at these acts of premillennia
vandalism. Sois he, now. He has taken care, though, not to let them see him.

By thistime he knowstheir names.

The little one with the terrifying staring eyesis called Pablo Picasso. He had been cloned from the
remains of some famous artist of athousand years before. V ulpius has taken the trouble to ook up some
of the origind Picasso’swork: Thereisplenty of it in every museum, wild, Stark, garish, utterly
incomprehens ble paintings, women shown in profile with both eyes visible at once, humanoid mongters
with the heads of bulls, jumbled gaudy landscapes showing scenes not to be found anywherein the redl
world. But of course this Picasso isonly aclone, fabricated from ascrap of the genetic materid of his
ancient name-sake; whatever other sinshe may have committed, he cannot be blamed for the paintings.
Nor does he commit new ones of the same disagreeable sort, or of any sort at all. No one paints pictures
anymore.

The other little man is Albert Eingtein, another clone fashioned from aman of the previous
millennium—athinker, ascientist, responsible for something caled the theory of rdativity. Vulpiushas
been unable to discover precisely what that theory was, but it hardly matters, since the present Einstein
probably has no idea of its meaning either. Science itself is as obsolete as painting. All that wasin need of
discovering has long since been discovered.

The big husky man’snameis Ernest Hemingway. He too owes his existence to a shred of DNA
retrieved from the thousand-years-gone corpse of a celebrated figure, this one awriter. Vulpius has
retrieved some of the first Hemingway’ swork from the archives. It meanslittle to him, but perhapsit has
lost something in trandation into modern Anglic. And in any case thewriting and reading of storiesare
diversonsthat are no longer widdly practiced. The 20th century historical context that V ulpius consults
indicatesthat in hisown time, at least, Hemingway was considered an important man of letters.

Vjong Cleversmith, the fourth of the vanda's, has been cloned from aman dead alittle less than 200
years, which meansthat no grave-robbing was necessary in order to obtain the cells from which he was
grown. The ancestral Clever-amith, like nearly everyone esein recent centuries, had left samples of his



genetic materia on deposit in the cloning vaults. The record indicates that he was an architect. The Great
Singapore Tower, brought now to ruination by his own posthumous gene-bearer, was regarded as his
masterwork.

The very concept of cloning makes V ulpius queasy. Thereisaghoulishness about it, an eeriness, that
hedidikes.

Thereisno way to replicate in clonesthe specid qualities, good or bad, that distinguished the people
from whom they were drawn. The resemblanceis purely aphysica one. Those who specify thet they are
to be cloned after desth may believe that they are attaining immortality of asort, but to Vulpiusit has
aways seemed that what is achieved isafacsmile of the origind, akind of animated Satue, amere
external smulation. Y et the practiceisal but universd. In the past 500 years the people of thethird
millennium have cometo didike therisks and burdens of actuad childbearing and child rearing. Even
though alifetime of two centuriesisno longer unusud, the increasing refusal to reproduce and the dow
but steady emigration to the various artificia satellite planetoids have brought the number of earth’s
inhabitantsto itslowest level since prehigtoric times. Cloning is practiced not only as an amusement but as
anecessary means of fending off depopulation as well.

Vulpius himsdlf has occasiondly played with the notion that he too isaclone. He has only vague
memories of his parents, who are mere blurred € ongated shadows in hismind, faceless and unknowable,
and sometimes he thinks he hasimagined even those. There is no evidence to support this: His
progenitors names are set down in the archives, though the last contact he had with either of them was at
the age of four. But again and again he finds himself toying with the thought that he could not have been
concelved of man and woman in the ancient sweaty way, but instead was assembled and decanted under
laboratory conditions. Many people he knows have thisfantasy.

But for this quartet, these men whom V ul pius has followed across the world al thisyear, clonehood
isno fantasy. They are genuine replicas of men who lived long ago. And now they spend their daystaking
aterrible revenge againgt the world' s surviving antiquities. Why was that? What pleasure did this
rampage of destruction give them? Could it be that clones were different from naturdly conceived folk,
that they lacked al reverencefor the artifacts of other times?

V ulpius wants very much to know what drives them. More than that, they must be stopped from
doing further mischief. The time has come to confront them directly, straightforwardly, and command
them inthe name of civilization to halt.

To do that, he supposes, he will have to hike up the flank of the Matterhorn to their secluded lodge
close to the summit. He has been there once aready to plant the spy-eye and found it along and arduous
walk that heis not eager to make a second time. But luck iswith him. They have chosen to descend into
the town of Zermait this bright warm afternoon. V ul pius encounters Hemingway and Eingein in the
cobbled, swaybacked main street, outside a pretty little shop whose dark half-timbered facade givesit a
look of incalculable age: asurvivor, no doubt, of that long-ago erawhen there were no palm trees here,
when this highland valley and the mighty Alpine pesk just beyond it were part of winter’ sblesk realm, a
land eternaly imprisoned in ice and snow, a playground for those who thrived on chilly pleasures.

“Excuseme,” Vulpius says, approaching them boldly.

They look at him uneasily. Perhgpsthey realize that they have seen him more than once before.

But heintendsto be nothing if not forthright with them. *Y es, you know me,” hetellsthem. “My
nameis Strettin Vulpius. | was there the day |stanbul was destroyed. | wasin the plazaoutside S.

Peter’ swhen the Vatican burned.”

“Wereyou, now?’ says Hemingway. Hiseyesnarrow like adeepy cat’s. “Y es, cometo think of it,
you do look familiar.”

“Agra” Vulpiussays. “Lhasa. Athens”

“Hegetsaround,” saysEingein.

“A world traveler,” says Hemingway, nodding.

Picasso now hasjoined the group, with Cleveramith just behind him. Vulpiussays, “You'll be
departing soon for Paris, won't you?’

“What'sthat?’ Cleveramith asks, looking startled.



Hemingway leans over and whispers something in his ear. Cleversmith’s expresson darkens.

“Let there be no pretense,” saysVulpius gonily. “1 know what you havein mind, but the Louvre must
not be touched.”

Picasso says, “ There snothing in it but alot of dusty junk, you know.”

Vulpius shakes his head. “ Junk to you, perhaps. To the rest of usthe things you' ve been destroying
areprecious. | say, enough is enough. Y ou’ ve had your fun. Now it hasto stop.”

Cleversmith indicates the colossal mass of the Matterhorn above the town. “Y ou’ ve been
eavesdropping on us, have you?’

“For the past five or Sx days.”

“That isn't polite, you know.”

“And blowing up musaumsis?’

“Everyone' s entitled to some sort of pastime,” says Cleversmith. “Why do you want to interfere with
ours?’

“Y ou actudly expect meto answer that?”’

“It seems like areasonable question to me.”

Vulpius does not quite know, for the moment, how to reply to that. Into his silence Picasso says, “ Do
we redlly need to stand here discussing al thisin the public street? We ve got some excellent brandy in
our lodge.”

It does not occur to V ul pius except in the most theoretical way that he might bein danger. Touching
off an eruption of Mount Vesuvius, causing the foundation of the \Washington Monument to give way,
dropping aturbulence bomb amid the ruins of Byzantium, al these are activities of one certain sort:
actudly taking human lifeisadifferent kind of thing entirely. It is not done. There has not been an ingance
of itin centuries.

The possibility exists, of course, that these four might well be capable of it. No one has destroyed
any museumsin along time ether, perhaps not since the savage and bruta 20th century in which the
originasof three of these four men lived their lives. But these are not actual men of the 20th century, and,
inany case, from what V ulpius knows of their originas he doubts that they themselves would have been
capable of murder. He will take his chances up above.

Thebrandy is, in fact, superb. Picasso pourswith afree hand, filling and refilling the sparkling
bowl-shaped glasses. Only Hemingway refusesto partake. Heis not, he explains, fond of drinking.

Vulpiusisastonished by the mountaintop villa' s legance and comfort. He had visited it surreptitioudy
the week before, entering in the absence of the conspiratorsto plant his spy-eye, but stayed only long
enough then to do the job. Now he has the opportunity to view it in detail. It isamagnificent aerie, a
chain of seven spherica rooms clinging to acraggy out-thrust fang of the Matterhorn. Greet gleaming
windows everywhere provide views of the surrounding peaks and spires and the huge breathtaking
chasm that separates the mountain from the town below. The air outside ismoist and mild. Tropica vines
and blossoming shrubs grow al about. It ishard even to imagine that this once was aplace of glittering
glaciersand killing cold.

“Tell us,” Cleversmith saysafter awhile, “why it isyou bdieve that the artifacts of the former world
areworthy of continued preservation. Eh, Vulpius? What do you say?’

“You haveit upsde down,” Vulpius says. “I don't need to do any defending. You do.”

“Do1?Wedo aswe please. For usit is pleasant sport. No lives are lost. Mere useless objects are
swept into nonexistence, which they deserve. What possible objection can you haveto that?’

“They arethe world s heritage. They are dl we have to show for 10,000 years of civilization.”

“Ligentohim,” saysEingein, laughing. “ Civilization!”

“Civilization,” says Hemingway, “gave usthe grest warming. There wasice up here once, you know.
There were huge ice packs at both poles. They melted and flooded half the planet. The ancients caused
that to happen. Isthat something to be proud of, what they did?’

“I think itis” Vulpius sayswith adefiant glare. “1t brought us our wonderful gentle climate. We have
parks and gardens everywhere, even in these mountains. Would you prefer ice and snow?’



“Then there swar,” Cleversmith says. “Battle, bloodshed, bombs. People dying by tens of millions.
We bardy have tens of millions of people anymore, and they would kill off that many innotimeat dl in
their wars. That' swheat the civilization you love so much accomplished. That’swhat all these fancy
temples and museums commemorate, you know. Terror and destruction.”

“The Tg Maha, Sigtine Chapd ——”

“Pretty inthemsdves,” saysEingein. “But get behind the prettiness and you find that they’ re just
symbols of oppression, conquest, tyranny. Wherever you look in the ancient world, that’ swhat you find:
oppression, conquest, tyranny. Better that dl of that is swept away, wouldn't you think?’

Vulpiusis speechless.

“Have another brandy,” Picasso says, and fills everyone' s glass unasked.

Vulpiussps. He sdready had alittle too much, and perhapsthere’ s somerisk in having more just
now, because he fedsit aready affecting his ability to respond to what they are saying. But it isawfully
good.

He shakes hishead to clear it and says, “Even if | were to accept what you claim, that everything
beautiful |eft to usfrom the ancient world islinked in some way to the terrible crimes of the ancients, the
fact isthat those crimes are no longer being committed. No matter what their origin, the beautiful objects
that the people of the past |eft behind ought to be protected and admired for their great beauty, which
perhaps we' re incapable of duplicating today. Whereasif you' re dlowed to have your way, we'll soon
be left without anything that represents——’

“What did you say?’ Cleveramith interrupts. “ *Which perhaps we re incapable of duplicating today,’
wasn'tit? Yes That'swhat you said. And | quite agree. It’san issue we need to consider, my friend,
because it has bearing on our dispute. Where stoday’ s great art? Or great science, for that matter?
Picasso, Eingtein, Hemingway—the origina ones— who today can match their work?’

Vulpius says, “And don't forget your own ancestor, Cleversmith, who built the Grest Singapore
Tower, which you yoursdf turned to so much rubble.”

“My point exactly. Helived 200 years ago. We gill had alittle cregtivity |eft, then. Now we function
on the accumulated intellectual capitd of the past.”

“What are you talking about?’ V ulpius says, bewildered.

“Come. Here. Look out thiswindow. What do you see?’

“Themountainsde. Y our villa' s garden, and the forest beyond.”

“A garden, yes. A glorious one. And on and on right to the horizon, garden after garden. It's Eden
out there, Vulpius. That's an ancient namefor paradise. Eden. Welivein paradise.”

“Isthere anything wrong with that?”

“Nothing much gets accomplished in paradise,” Hemingway says. “Look at the four of us. Picasso,
Hemingway, Eingtein, Cleversmith. What have we created in our lives, we four, that compares with the
work of the earlier men who had those names?’

“But you aren’'t those men. Y ou’ re nothing but clones.” They seem stung by that for an instant. Then
Cleversmith, recovering quickly, says, “Precisaly so. We carry the genes of grest ancient overachievers,
but we do nothing to fulfill our own potentia. We re superfluous men, mere genetic reservoirs. Where are
our great works? It’ s as though our famous forebears have doneit dl and nothing' sleft for usto
atempt.”

“What would be the point of writing Hemingway’ sbooks al over again, or painting Picasso’'s
paintings, or——"

“| don’'t mean that. There sno need for usto do their work again, obvioudy, but why haven't we
even done our own?1'll tell you why. Life' stoo easy nowadays. | mean that without strife, without
chdlengge—"

“No,” Vulpius says. “ Ten minutes ago Eingtein here was arguing that the Tgg Maha and the Sitine
Chapel had to be destroyed because they’ re symbols of abloody age of tyranny and war. That thesis
made very little senseto me, but let it pass, because now you seem to be telling me that what we need
most intheworld isareviva of war——"

“Of chdlenge,” says Cleveramith. He leansforward. His entire body istaut. His eyes now have taken



on some of theintengity of Picasso’s. In alow voice he says, “We are davesto the past, do you know
that? Out of that gridy brutal world that lies athousand years behind us came the soft life that we al lead
today, which iskilling uswith laziness and boredom. It s antiquity’ sfind joke. We haveto sweepit dl
away, Vulpius. We have to make the world risky again. Give him another drink, Pablo.”

“No. I’ ve had enough.”

But Picasso pours. Vulpius drinks.

“Let me seeif | understand what you are trying to say——"

Somewhere during the long boozy night the truth finds him like an arrow coursing through darkness:
These men arefiercely resentful of being clones and want to destroy the world' s past so that their own
lives can at last be decoupled from it. They may be striking at the Blue Mosgue and the Sistine Chapd,
but their real targets are Picasso, Hemingway, Cleversmith and Eingtein. And, somewhere much later in
that deepless night, just as ajade-hued dawn streaked with broad swirling swaths of scarlet and topaz is
breaking over the Alps, Vulpius own resistance to their misdeeds breaks down. Heis moretipsy than he
has ever been before, and weary almost to tears besides. And when Picasso suddenly says, “By the way,
Vulpius, what are the great accomplishments of your life?” he collgpsesinwardly before the thrust.

“Mine?’ he saysdully, blinking in confusion.

“Y es. We re mere clones, and nothing much isto be expected from us, but what have you managed
to do with your time?’

“Wadll, | travd, | observe, | study phenomena——"

“And then what?’

He pauses amoment. “Why, nothing. | take the next trip.”

“Ah.| see”

Picasso' s cold smileisdiabolical, awedge that goes through V ulpius with shattering force. Inasingle
frightful moment he seesthat al is over, that the many months of his quest have been pointless. He has no
power to thwart thiskind of passionate intengity. That much is clear to him now. They are making an art
form out of destruction, it seems. Very well. Let them do asthey please. Let them. Let them. If thisis
what they need to do, he thinks, what businessisit of his? There' sno way hislogic can be any match for
their lunecy.

Cleversmithis saying, “Do you know what atrainis, Vulpius?’

“Atrain. Yes”

“We re a the gation. Thetrain iscoming, the Millennium Express. It'll take usfrom the toxic past to
the radiant future. We don’'t want to missthetrain, do we, Vulpius?’

“Thetraniscoming,” saysVulpius. “Yes.” Picasso, irrepressible, waves yet another flask of brandy
at him. Vulpius shakes him off. Outside, thefirst shafts of golden sunlight are cutting through the dense
atmospheric vapors. Jagged Alpine peaks, mantled in jungle greenery reddened by the new day, glow in
the distance, Mont Blanc to the west, the Jungfrau in the north, Monte Rosato the east. The gray-green
plainsof Itay unroll southward.

“Thisisour last chanceto save oursaves,” says Clever-amith urgently. “We have to act now, before
the new era can get agrasp on us and throttle usinto obedience.” Helooms up before VVulpius, weaving
in the dimness of the room like a serpent. “1 ask you to help us.”

“Surely you can't expect meto take part in——"

“Decidefor us, a least. The Louvre hasto go. That'sagiven. Wdll, then: Implosion or explosion,
whichisit to be?’

“Implosion,” says Eingtein, swaying from sdeto sdein front of VVulpius. The soft eyes beg for his
support. Behind him, Hemingway makes vociferous gestures of agreemen.

“No,” Picasso says. “Blow it up!” He flings hisarms outward. “Boom! Boom!”

“Boom, yes,” says Cleveramith very quietly. “1 agree. So, Vulpius, you will cast the deciding vote.”

“No. | absolutely refuseto——"

“Which? Which? One or the other?’

They march around and around him, demanding that he decide theissue for them. They will keep him



here, he sees, until heyields. Well, what difference does it make—explode, implode? Destruction is
destruction.

“Suppose wetossacoin for it,” Cleversmith saysfindly, and the others nod eager agreement.
Vulpiusis not sure what that means, tossing acoin, but sighsin reief: Apparently heis off the hook. But
then Cleveramith produces adeek bright disk of slvery meta from his pocket and pressesit into VVulpius
pam. “Here” hesays.“Youdoit.”

Coinageislong obsolete. Thisisan artifact, hundreds of years old, probably stolen from some
museum. It bears a surging three-tailed comet on one face and the solar system symbol on the other.
“Heads, we explode; tails, we implode,” Einstein declares. “Go on, dear friend. Tossit and catch it and
tell uswhich sdeisup.” They crowd in, close up againgt him. Vulpius tosses the coin doft, catchesit with
adesperate lunge, clapsit down against the back of hisleft hand. Holdsit covered for amoment.
Revedsit. The comet is showing. But isthat Side heads or tails? He has no idea.

Cleveramith says sternly, “Wel? Heads or tails?”’

Vulpius, a the last extremity of fatigue, smiles benignly up at him. Heads or tails, what does it maiter?
What concern of hisisany of this?

“Heads” he announcesrandomly. “Explosion.”

“Boom!” exclamsajubilant Picasso. “Boom! Boom! Boom!”

“My friend, you have our deepest thanks.” Cleveramith says. “We are dl agreed, then, that the
decisonisfind? Ernest? Albert?’

“May | go back to my hotel now?” Vulpius asks.

They accompany him down the mountainside, see him home, wish him afond farewell. But they are
not quite done with him. Heis till adeep, late that afternoon, when they come down into Zermett to fetch
him. They areleaving for Parisat once, Cleveramith informs him, and heisinvited to accompany them.
He must witnesstheir deed once more; he must give it his benediction. Helplessly he watches asthey
pack hisbag. A car iswaiting outside.

“Paris” Cleveramith tellsit, and off they go.

Picasso Sitsbeside him. “Brandy?’ he asks.

“Thank you, no.”

“Don't mindif | do?’

Vulpius shrugs. His head is pounding. Cleversmith and Hemingway, in the front seet, are Snging
raucoudy. Picasso, amoment later, joinsin, and then Eingtein. Each one of them seemsto besingingina
different key. Vulpius takes the flask from Picasso and pours some brandy for himself with an unsteady
hand.

In Paris, Vulpiusrests at their hotdl, avenerable gray heap just south of the Seine, whilethey go
about their tasks. Thisisthe moment to report them to the authorities, he knows. Briefly he strugglesto
find the will to do what is necessary. But it is not there. Somehow dl desire to intervene has been burned
out of him. Perhaps, he thinks, the all-too-placid world needs the goad of strife that these exasperating
men o glegfully provide. In any casethetrain is nearing the sation; it'stoo late to halt it now.

“Comewith us” Hemingway says, beckoning from the halway.

Hefollowsthem, willy-nilly. They lead him to the highest floor of the building and through a doorway
that leads onto the roof. The sky isawondrous black star-speckled vault overhead. Heavy tropic
warmth hangs over Paristhis December night. Just before them liestheriver, glinting by thelight of a
crescent moon. The row of ancient bookstalls dong itsrimisvisble, and the bulk of the Louvre across
the way, and the spires of Notre Damefar off to the right.

“What timeisit?’ Eingtein asks.

“Almost midnight,” says Picasso. “ Shdl we do it, Vjong?’

“Asgood atimeasany,” Cleveramith says, and touches two tiny contacts together.

For amoment nothing happens. Then there is a deafening sound and afiery lance spurts up out of the
glass pyramid in the courtyard of the museum on the far sde of the river. Two straight fissures appear in
the courtyard’ s pavement, crossing at 90-degree angles, and quickly the entire surface of the courtyard
ped s upward and outward aong the lines of the subterranean incision, hurling two quadrants toward the



river and flipping the other two backward into the streets of the Right Bank. Asthe explosion gathers
force, the thick-walled medieva buildings of the surrounding quadrangle of the Louvre are carried high
into theair, theinner walls giving way firgt, then the dark line of the roof. Into the air go the hoarded
treasures of the ages, Mona Lisaand the Winged Victory of Samothrace, Venus de Milo and the
Law-Codex of Hammurabi, Rembrandt and Botticdlli, Michelangel o and Rubens, Titian and Brueghdl
and Bosch, al soaring grandly overhead. The citizenry of Paris, having heard that great boom, rush into
the streets to watch the spectacle. The midnight sky israining the billion fragments of amillion
masterpieces. The crowd is cheering.

And then an even greater cry goes up, wrung spontaneoudy from 10,000 throats. The hour of the
new millennium has come. It is, very suddenly, the year 3000. Fireworks erupt everywhere, adazzling
sky-splitting display, brilliant reds and purples and greens forming sphere within sphere within sphere.
Hemingway and Picasso are dancing together about the rooftop, the big man and the small. Eingtein does
awild solo, flinging hisarms about. Cleversmith stands statue still, head thrown back, face amask of
ecgtasy. Vulpius, who has begun to tremble with strange excitement, is surprised to find himself cheering
with al the rest. Unexpected tears of joy stream from his eyes. Heis no longer able to deny thelogic of
these men’ smadness. Theiron hand of the past has been flung aside. The new erawill begin with aclean
dae

Patient Zero
TANANARIVE DUE

Tananarive Due (pronounced tah-nah-nah-REEVE doo—according to her Web site:
www.tananarivedue.com) came into prominence in the 1990s as a writer of supernatural horror
with The Between (1994) and My Soul to Keep (1997), both genre award nominees, after a career
asajournalist and columnist for the Miami Herald . She was one of thirteen writers with ties to
South Florida who co-authored the bestselling novel Naked Came the Manatee (Putnam), a comic
thriller. One of her proudest moments, awards and accolades aside, was performing as a

keyboar dist/vocalist/dancer with The Rockbottom Remainder s—the infamous rock band fronted
by Sephen King, with fellow Miami Herald writer Dave Barry and novelist Amy Tan as members.
She married SF writer Steven Barnes and moved from Miami to Kelso, Washington, in 1998.
Currently, sheisworking on a sequel to My Soul to Keep and researching a nonfiction book on
the civil rights movement in Florida, co-written with her mother, civil rights activist Patricia
Sephens Due.

“Patient Zero” appeared inFantasy & Science Fiction, the distinguished magazine that was
purchased last year by its editor, Gordon Van Gelder, fromretired owner and distinguished
former editor Edward L. Ferman. Thistale isthe author’ sfirst published SF story. It isan isolated
captive child story, and one of a number of stories published in the SF field in 2000 about
dreadful disease epidemics.

September 19

The picture came! Veronicatapped on my glass and woke me up, and she held it up for meto see. It's
autographed and everything! For you, Veronicamouthed a me, and she smiled aredly big smile. The
autograph says, TOJAY—I'LL THROW A TOUCHDOWN FOR YQU. | couldn’t believeit.
Everybody islaughing a me because of theway | yelled and ran in circles around my room until | fell on
the floor and scraped my elbow. The janitor, Lou, turned on the intercom box outside my door and said,
“Kid, you gone crazier than usua? What you care about that picture for?’

Don't they know Dan Marino isthe greatest quarterback of al time? | taped the picture to the wall



over my bed. On therest of my wall | have maps of the United States, and the world, and the solar
system. | can find Corsica on the map, and the Palau Idands, which most people have never heard of,
and | know what order dl the planetsarein. But there' s nothing else on my wall like Dan Marino. That's
the best. The other best thing | have is the cassette tape from that time the President called me on the
telephonewhen | was six. He said, “Hi, is Jay there? Thisisthe President of the United States.” He
sounded just likeon TV. My heart flipped, because it’s so weird to hear the President say your name. |
couldn’t think of anything to say back. He asked me how | wasfedling, and | said | wasfine. That made
him laugh, like he thought | was making ajoke. Then hisvoice got red serious, and he said everyone was
praying and thinking about me, and he hung up. When | listen to that tape now, | wish | had thought of
something elseto say. | used to think he might call me another time, but it only happened once, inthe
beginning. So | guessI’ll never have achanceto talk to the President again.

After Veronicagave memy picture of Marino, | asked her if she could get somebody to fix my TV
s0 | can seethefootbal games. All my TV can play isvideos. Veronicasaid there aren’t any football
games, and | started to get mad because | hateit when they lie. It's September, | said, and there's
awaysfootbal gamesin September. But Veronicatold me the NFL people had ameeting and decided
not to have football anymore, and maybe it would start again, but she wasn't sure, because nobody
except me was thinking about footbal. At fird, after she said that, it kind of ruined the autograph,
because it seemed like Dan Marino must be lying, too. But Veronica said he was most likely talking
about throwing atouchdown for mein the future, and | felt better then.

This notebook isfrom Ms. Manigat, my tutor, who is Haitian. She said | should start writing down
my thoughts and everything that happensto me. | said | don’t have any thoughts, but she said that was
ridiculous. That is her favoriteword, ridiculous.

Oh, | should say I'm ten today. If | werein aregular school, | would bein fifth grade like my brother
was. | asked Ms. Manigat what gradeI’'min, and shesaid | don't have agrade. | read likel’'min
seventh grade and | do math like I’ m in fourth grade, she says. She says| don’'t exactly fit anywhere, but
I’'m very smart. Ms. Manigat comes every day, except on weekends. Sheis my best friend, but | haveto
cdl her Ms. Manigat instead of using her first name, which isEmmeline, because sheis so proper. Sheis
very neat and wears skirts and dresses, and everything about her is very clean except her shoes, which
aredirty. Her shoes are supposed to be white, but whenever | see her standing outside of the glass, when
she hasn't put on her plastic suit yet, her shoeslook brown and muddy.

Those are my thoughts.

September 20

| had a question today. \ eronica never comes on Fridays, and the other nurse, Rene, isn't asnice as
sheis, so | waited for Ms. Manigat. She comesat one. | said, “Y ou know how they give sick children
their last wish when they’ re dying? Well, when Dr. Ben told meto think of the one thing | wanted for my
birthday, | said | wanted an autograph from Dan Marino, so doesthat mean I’'m dying and they’re giving
memy wish?’ | sad thisredly fag.

| thought Ms. Manigat would say | was being ridiculous. But she smiled. She put her hand on top of
my head, and her hand fdlt siff and heavy indgde her big glove. “Ligten, littleold man,” shesaid, whichis
what she cals me because she says | do so much worrying, “You'realot of things, but you aren’t dying.
When everyone can be as hedlthy asyou, it'll be ahappy day.”

The people here dways seem to be waiting, and | don’t know what for. | thought maybe they were
waiting for meto die. But | believe Ms. Manigat. If she doesn’t want to tell me something, shejust says,
“Leaveit done, Jay,” which isher way of |etting me know she would rather not say anything at al than
ever tel alie

October 5

Thelightsin my room started going on and off again today, and it got so hot | had to leave my shirt



off until I went to bed. Ms. Manigat couldn’t do her lessons the way she wanted because of the lights not
working right. She said it was the emergency generator. | asked her what the emergency was, and she
said something that sounded funny: “Same old same old.” That was dl shesaid. | asked her if the
emergency generator was the reason Dr. Ben took the television out of my room, and she said yes. She
said everyoneis conserving energy, and | have to do my part, too. But | miss my videos. Thereis nothing
at dl todowhen| can't watch my videos. | hate it when I'm bored. Sometimes I’ Il even watch videos
I’ve seen ahundred times, really ahundred times. I’ ve seen Big with Tom Hanks more times than any
other video. | lovethe part in the toy store with theredly big piano keys on the floor. My mom taught me
how to play Three Blind Mice on our piano at home, and it reminds me of that. I’ ve never seen atoy
gore likethe onein Big. | thought it was just amade-up place, but Ms. Manigat said it was ared toy
storein New York.

| missmy videos. When I’'m watching them, it' slike I’m insde the movie, too. | hope Dr. Ben will
bring my TV back soon.

October 22

| made Veronicacry yesterday. | didn’t mean to. Dr. Ben said he knowsit was an accident, but |
fed very sorry, so I’ ve been crying too. What happened is, | wastaking to her, and she was taking some
blood out of my arm with aneedle like dways. | wastelling her about how me and my dad used to watch
Marino play on television, and then dl of asudden she was crying redly hard.

She dropped the needle on the floor and she was holding her wrist like she broke it. She started
swearing. She said Goddammit, goddammit, goddammit, over and over, like that. | asked her what
happened, and she pushed me away like she wanted to knock me over. Then she went to the door and
punched the number code redlly fast and she pulled on the doorknob, but the door wouldn’t open, and |
heard something in her arm snap from yanking so hard. She had to do the code again. Shewas ill
crying. I’ve never seen her cry.

| didn’t know what happened. | mashed my finger on the buzzer hard but everybody ignored me. It
reminded me of when | first came here, when | was always pushing the buzzer and crying, and nobody
would ever comefor along time, and they were dwaysin abad mood when they came.

Anyway, | waited for Ms. Manigat, and when | told her about VVeronica, she said she didn’t know
anything because she comes from the outside, but she promised to find out. Then she made me recitethe
Preamble to the Congtitution, which | know by heart. Pretty soon, for alittlewhile, | forgot about
Veronica

After my lessons, Ms. Manigat |eft and called me on my phone an hour later, like she promised. She
always keeps her promises. My telephone is hooked up so people on theinside can call me, but | can't
cal anybody, indgde or outside. It hardly ever rings now. But | dmost didn’t want to pick it up. | was
afraid of what Ms. Manigat would say.

“Veronicapoked hersdf,” Ms. Manigat told me. “The needle stuck through her hot suit. Shetold Dr.
Ben there was a sudden movement.”

| wondered who made the sudden movement, Veronicaor me?

“Issheokay?’ | asked. | thought maybe Ms. Manigat was mad at me, because she hastold me
many timesthat | should be careful. Maybe | wasn't being careful when Veronicawas here.

“We'll see, Jay,” Ms. Manigat said. From her voice, it sounded like the answer was no.

“Will sheget Sck?’ | asked.

“Probably, yes, they think so0,” Ms. Manigat said.

| didn’t want her to answer any more questions. | like it when peopletell me the truth, but it dways
makes mefed bad, too. | tried to say | was sorry, but | couldn’t even open my mouth.

“It'snot your fault, Jay,” Ms. Manigat said.

| couldn’'t helpit. | sobbed like | used to when | was Hill alittlekid.

“Veronicaknew something like this could happen,” she said.

But that didn’t make anything better, because | remembered how Veronica’ s face looked so scared



insde her mask, and how she pushed me away. V eronicahas been here since amost the beginning,
before Ms. Manigat came, and she used to smile at me even when nobody e se did. When she showed
me my picture from Dan Marino, she looked amost as happy asme. | had never seen her whole face
amiling like that. Shelooked so pretty and glad.

| was crying so much | couldn’t even write down my thoughts like Ms. Manigat said to. Not until
today.

November 4

A long time ago, when | first came here and the TV in my room played programs from outside, | saw
thefirst-grade picture | had taken at school on TV. | dways hated that picture because Mom put some
greasy stuff in my hair that made melook like atotal geek. And then | turned on the TV and saw that
picture on the news! The man on TV said the names of everyonein our family, and even spelled them out
on the screen. Then, he called me Petient Zero. He said | wasthefirst person who got sick.

But that wasn't redlly what happened. My dad was sick before me. I’ ve told them that already. He
got it away on hisjobin Alaska. My dad traveled alot because he drilled for oil, but he came home early
that time. We weren't expecting him until Christmas, but he came when it was only September, closeto
my birthday. He said he' d been sent home because some people on hisail crew got sick. One of them
had even died. But the doctor in Alaska had |ooked at my dad and said he was fine, and then his boss
sent him home. Dad was redlly mad about that. He hated to lose money. Time away from ajob was
awayslosng money, he said. He was in abad mood when he wasn't working.

And the worse thing was, my dad wasn’'t fine. After two days, his eyes got red and he started
sniffling. Then | did, too. And then my mom and brother.

When the man on TV showed my picture and called me Patient Zero and said | wasthefirst oneto
get sck, that waswhen | first learned how peopletell lies, because that wasn't true. Somebody on my
dad'sail rig caught it first, and then he gave it to my dad. And my dad gave it to me, my mom and my
brother.

My Aunt Lori came hereto live at the [ab with me at firgt, but she wasn't here long, because her eyes
had aready turned red by then. She cameto help take care of me and my brother before my mom died,
but probably she shouldn’t have done that. Shelived dl theway in Cadifornia, and | bet shewouldn’t
have gotten sick if she hadn’t come to Miami to be with us. But even my mom’sdoctor didn’t know
what was wrong then, so nobody could warn her about what would happen if she got closeto us.
Sometimes | dream I’'m calling Aunt Lori on my phone, telling her please, please not to come. Aunt Lori
and my mom weretwins. They looked exactly dike.

After Aunt Lori died, | wasthe only oneleft in my whole family.

| got very upset when | saw that news report. | didn't like hearing someone talk about my family like
that, people who didn’t even know us. And | felt like maybe the man on TV wasright, and maybe it was
al my fault. | screamed and cried thewhole day. After that, Dr. Ben madethem fix my TV so | couldn’t
see the news anymore or any programs from outside, just cartoons and kid movies on video. The only
good thing was, that was when the President called me. | think he was sorry when he heard what
happened to my family.

When | ask Dr. Benif they’re till talking about me on the news, he just shrugs his shoulders.
Sometimes Dr. Ben won't say yesor no if you ask him aquestion. It doesn’t matter, though. | think the
TV people probably stopped showing my picture along time ago. | wasjust alittle kid when my family
got sick. I’ ve been here four whole years!

Oh, | almogt forgot. Veronicaisn't back yet.

November 7

| have been aring a my Dan Marino picturedl day, and | think the handwriting on the autograph
lookslike Dr. Ben's. But I’'m afraid to ask anyone about that. Oh, yeah— and yesterday the power was



off in my room for awhole day! Same old same old. That'swhat Ms. M. would say.
November 12

Ms. Manigat isteaching me alittle bit about medicine. | told her | want to be adoctor when | grow
up, and she said she thinksthat’ s awonderful idea because she believes people will ways need doctors.
She says| will bein agood postion to help people, and | asked her if that’s because | have been here so
long, and she said yes.

Thefirst thing she taught meis about diseases. She saysin the old days, along time ago, diseaseslike
typhoid used to kill alot of people because of unsanitary conditions and dirty drinking water, but people
got smarter and doctors found drugsto cureit, so diseases didn't kill people as much anymore. Doctors
are alwaystrying to stay a step ahead of disease, Ms. Manigat says.

But sometimes they can’t. Sometimes a new disease comes. Or, maybe it' s not anew disease, but an
old disease that has been hidden for along time until something bringsit out in the open. She said that’s
how nature balances the planet, because as soon as doctors find cures for one thing, thereisadways
something new. Dr. Ben saysmy diseaseis new. Thereisalong namefor it | can’'t remember how to
spell, but most of thetime people here call it Virus-J.

Inaway, see, it'snamed after me. That' swhat Dr. Ben said. But | don’t like that.

Ms. Manigat said after my dad came home, the virus got in my body and attacked me just like
everyonedse, sol got redly, redly sick for alot of days. Then, | thought | was completely better. |
stopped fedling bad at dl. But the virus was dready in my brother and my mom and dad, and even our
doctor from before, Dr. Wolfe, and Ms. Manigat says it was very aggressive, which means doctors
didn’t know how to kill it.

Everybody wears yelow plastic suits and airtight masks when they’ rein my room because the virusis
dill intheair, and it'sin my blood, and it'son my plates and cups whenever | finish eating. They cal the
auits hot suits because the virusis hot in my room. Not hot likefire, but dangerous.

Ms. Manigat says Virus-Jisextraspecia in my body because even though I'm not sick anymore,
except for when | fed like | have atemperature and | have to lie down sometimes, the viruswon’'t go
away. | can make other people sick even when | fed fine, so she said that makes me acarrier. Ms.
Manigat said Dr. Ben doesn’t know anybody else who' s gotten well except for me.

Oh, except maybe there are somelittle girlsin China. Veronicatold me once there were somelittle
girlsin Chinathe same age asme who didn't get sick either. But when | asked Dr. Ben, he said hedidn’t
know if it wastrue. And Ms. Manigat told meit might have been true once, but those girls might not be
alive anymore. | asked her if they died of Virus-J, and she said no, no, no. Threetimes. Shetold meto
forget dl about any little girlsin China. Almost like she was mad.

I’m the only one like me she knows about for sure, she says. The only one |l ft.

That’'swhy I'm here, she says. But | dready knew that part. When | waslittle, Dr. Ben told me
about antibodies and stuff in my blood, and he said the reason him and Rene and Veronicaand dl the
other doctors take so much blood from me dl thetime, until they make purple bruiseson my amsand |
fed dizzy, isso they can try to help other people get well, too. | have had almost ten surgeriessince |
have been here. | think they have even taken out parts of me, but I’'m not redlly sure. | look the same on
the outside, but | fed different ontheinsde. | had surgery on my belly ayear ago, and sometimes when
I’m climbing the play-rope hanging from the cailing in my room, | fed likeit hasn't hedled right, likeI’'m
gill cut open. Ms. Manigat saysthat’ sonly in my mind. But it redly hurtd | don't hate anything like | hate
operations. | wonder if that's what happened to the other little girls, if they kept getting cut up and cut up
until they died. Anyway, it'sbeen ayear snce | had any operations. | keep telling Dr. Ben they can have
as much blood as they want, but | don’t want any more operations, please.

Dr. Ben said there’ s nobody in the world better than me to make people well, if only they can figure
out how. Ms.Manigat saysthe samething. That makes mefed alittle better about Virus-J.

| was happy Ms. Manigat told me al about disease, because | don’t want her to treat me like a baby
the way everybody else does. That’swhat | dwaystell her. | like to know things.



| didn’t even cry when shetold me Veronicadied. Maybe | got al my crying over within the
beginning, because | figured out along time ago nobody gets better once they get sick. Nobody except
forme.

November 14

Today, | asked Ms. Manigat how many people have Virus-J.

“Oh, Jay, | don't know,” she said. | don't think shewasin the mood to talk about disease.

“Just guess” | said.

Ms. Manigat thought for along time. Then she opened her notebook and began drawing linesand
boxesfor meto see. Her picture looked like thetiny brown lines all over an oak-tree leaf. We had atree
caled alive oak in our backyard, and my dad said it was more than a hundred years old. He said trees
sometimes live longer than people do. And he wasright, because I’ m sure that treeis still standing in our
yard even though my whole family isgone.

“Thisishow it goes, Jay,” Ms. Manigat said, showing me with her pencil-tip how oneline branched
down to the next. “People are giving it to each other. They don’t usualy know they’' re Sck for two
weeks, and by then they’ ve passed it to alot of other people. By now, it’s aready been herefour years,
s0 the same thing that happened to your family ishappening to alot of families”

“How many families?” | asked again. | tried to think of the biggest number | could. “A million?’

Ms. Manigat shrugged just like Dr. Ben would. Maybe that meant yes.

| couldn’t imagineamillion families, so | asked MsManigat if it happened to her family, too, if maybe
she had a husband and kids and they got sick. But she said no, she was never married. | guessthat's
true, because Ms. Manigat doesn’t look that old. Shewon’t tell me her age, but she' sin her twenties, |
think. Ms. Manigat smiled a me, even though her eyesweren’t happy.

“My parentswere in Miami, and they got it right away,” Ms. Manigat said. “ Then my sster and
nieces cameto vidt them from Haiti, and they got it, too. | was away working when it happened, and
that'swhy I'm gtill here”

Ms. Manigat never told me that before.

My family lived in Miami Beach. My dad said our house was too small—I had to share aroom with
my brother—but my mother liked where we lived because our building was six blocks from the ocean.
My mother said the ocean can hedl anything. But that can't betrue, can it?

My mother wouldn’t like it where | am, because thereis no ocean and no windows neither. |
wondered if Ms. Manigat’ s parents knew someone who worked on an ail rig, too, but probably not.
Probably they got it from my dad and me.

“Ms. Manigat,” | said. “Maybe you should moveinside like Dr. Ben and everybody e se”

“Oh, Jay,” Ms. Manigat said, like shewastrying to sound cheerful. “Little old man, if | were that
scared of anything, why would | be in here teaching you?’

She said she asked to be my teacher, which | didn’t know. | said | thought her boss was making her
do it, and she said she didn’'t have aboss. No one sent her. She wanted to come.

“Just to meet me?’ | asked her.

“Yes, because | saw your face on television, and you looked to me like a one-of-a-kind,” she said.
She said she was anurse before, and she used to work with Dr. Benin hisoffice in Atlanta. She said
they worked at the CDC, which isa place that studies diseases. And he knew her, so that was why he let
her come teach me.

“A boy like you needs his education. He needs to know how to face life outside,” she said.

Ms. Manigat isfunny like that. Sometimes she'll quit the regular esson about presidents and the Ten
Commandments and teach me something like how to sew and how to tell plants you eat from plantsyou
don't, and stuff. Like, | remember when she brought a basket with redl fruits and vegetablesin it, fresh.
She said she has agarden where she lives on the outside, close to here. She said one of the reasons she
won't moveingdeis because she loves her garden so much, and she doesn't want to leaveit.

The stuff she brought was not very interesting to look at. She showed me some cassava, which



looked like along, twisty tree branch to me, and she said it’sgood to eat, except it has poison in it that
has to be boiled out of the root first and the leaves are poisonous too. She aso brought afruit called
akee, which she said she used to eat from treesin Haiti. It tasted fine to me, but she said akee can never
be eaten before it’ s opened, or before it’ sripe, because it makes your brain swell up and you can die.
She aso brought different kinds of mushrooms to show me which ones are good or bad, but they dl
looked dike to me. She promised to bring me other fruits and vegetablesto see so | will know what's
good for meand what isn't. There' salot to learn about life outside, she said.

Well, | don’'t want Ms. Maniget to fed likel am awaste of her time, but | know for afact | don't
have to face life outside. Dr. Ben told me | might be ateenager before | can leave, or even older. He said
| might even be agrown man.

But that’ s okay, | guess. | try not to think about what it would be like to leave. My room, which they
moved meto when | had been here six months, isreally, redly big. They built it especidly for me. It's
four times as big asthe hotel room my mom and dad got for us when we went to Universal Studiosin
Orlando when | wasfive. | remember that room because my brother, Kevin, kept asking my dad,
“Doesn't this cost too much?’ Everytime my dad bought us a T-shirt or anything, Kevin brought up how
much it cost. | told Kevin to stop it because | was afraid Dad would get mad and stop buying us stuff.
Then, when wewerein linefor the King Kong ride, al by oursaves, Kevin told me, “Dad got fired from
hisjob, stupid. Do you want to go on Welfare?’ | waited for Dad and Mom to tell me he got fired, but
they didn’t. After Kevin said that, | didn’t ask them to buy me anything else, and | was scared to Stay in
that huge, pretty hotel room because | thought we wouldn’t have enough money to pay. But we did. And
then Dad got ajob on the ail rig, and we thought everything would be better.

My room hereisasbig as hdf thewholefloor | bet. When | run from one side of my room to the
other, from the glassin front to thewall in back, I’'m out of breeth. | liketo do that. Sometimes | run until
my ribs start squeezing and my stomach hurtslikeit’s cut open and | have to St down and rest. Thereé' sa
basketball net in here, too, and the ball doesn’t ever touch the celling except if | throw it too high on
purpose. | also have comic books, and | draw pictures of me and my family and Ms. Manigat and Dr.
Ben. Because | can't watch my videos, now | spend alot of time writing in this notebook. A whole hour
went by dready. When | am writing down my thoughts, | forget about everything else.

| have decided for sure to be adoctor someday. I’ m going to hel p make people better.

November 29

Thanksgiving was great! Ms. Manigat cooked real bread and brought me food she' d heated up. |
could tell everything except the bread and cassavawas from acan, like dways, but it tasted much better
than my regular food. | haven't had bread in along time. Because of her mask, Ms. Manigat ate her
dinner before she came, but she sat and watched me eat. Rene camein, too, and she surprised me when
she gave me ahug. She never doesthat. Dr. Ben camein for alittle while at the end, and he hugged me
too, but he said he couldn’t stay because he was busy. Dr. Ben doesn't come visit me much anymore. |
could see he was growing abeard, and it was almost al white! I’ ve seen Dr. Ben'shair when he's
outsde of the glass, when heisn’t wearing his hot suit, and his hair isbrown, not white. | asked him how
come his beard was white, and he said that’ s what happens when your mind is overly tired.

| liked having everybody cometo my room. Before, in the beginning amost nobody camein, not
even Ms. Manigat. She used to Sit in achair outside the glass and use the intercom for my lessons. It's
better when they comein.

| remember how Thanksgiving used to be, with my family around the table in the dining room, and |
told Ms. Manigat about that. Y es, she said, even though she didn't celebrate Thanksgiving in Haiti like
Americans do, she remembers sitting at the table with her parents and her sister for Chrisgmas dinner.
She said she came to see metoday, and Rene and Dr. Ben came too, because we are each other’s
family now, so we are not done. | hadn’t thought of it like that before.

December 1



No onewill tell me, not even Ms. M., but | think maybe Dr. Benissick. | have not seen himinfive
wholedays. It isquiet here. | wish it was Thanksgiving again.

January 23

| didn’t know thisbefore, but you have to be in the right mood to write your thoughts down. A lot
happened in the days | missed.

The doctor with the French nameis gone now, and I’'m glad. Hewasn't like Dr. Ben at dl. | could
hardly believe he was ared doctor, because he ways had on the dirtiest clothes when | saw him take
off hishot suit outside of the glass. And he was never nice to me—hewouldn’'t answer at al when |
asked him questions, and he wouldn’t look in my eyes except for a second. Onetime he dapped meon
my ear, dmost for nothing, and his glove hurt so much my ear turned red and was sore for awhole day.
Hedidn't say hewas sorry, but | didn’t cry. | think he wanted meto.

Oh yeah, and he hooked me up to IV bags and took so much blood from me | couldn’t even stand
up. | was scared he would operate on me. Ms. Manigat didn’t come in for amost aweek, and when she
findly came, | told her about the doctor taking too much blood. She got really mad. Then | found out the
reason shedidn’'t come dl those days—hewouldn't let her! She said hetried to bar her from coming.
Bar istheword she used, which sounds like a prison.

The new doctor and Ms. Manigat do not get along, even though they both speak French. | saw them
outsde of the glass, ydling back and forth and moving their hands, but | couldn’t hear what they were
saying. | was afraid he would send Ms. Manigat away for good. But yesterday she told me he' sleaving!
| told her | was happy, because | was afraid he would take Dr. Ben's place.

No, shetold me, there isn't anyone taking Dr. Ben's place. She said the French doctor came hereto
study me in person because he was one of the doctors Dr. Ben had been sending my blood to ever since
| first came. But he was already very sick when he got here, and he started fedling worse, so he had to
go. Seeing mewas hislast wish, Ms. Manigat said, which didn't seem likeit could be true because he
didn’t act like he wanted to be with me.

| asked her if he went back to France to hisfamily, and Ms. Manigat said no, he probably didn’t
have afamily, and evenif hedid, it stoo hard to go to France. The ocean isin the way, she said.

Ms. Manigat seemed tired from al that talking. She said she' d decided to move inside, like Rene, to
make sure they were taking care of me properly. She said | do agood job of kegping my room
clean—and | do, because | have my own mop and bucket and Lysol in my closet—but she told me the
halways arefilthy. Which istrue, because sometimes | can see water dripping down thewall outside of
my glass, alot of it, and it makes puddies al over thefloor. Y ou can tell the water is dirty because you
can see different colors floating on top, the way my family’ s driveway used to look after my dad sprayed
it with ahose. He said the ail from the car made the water look that way, but | don’'t know why it looks
that way here. Ms. Manigat said the water smells bad, too.

“It'sridiculous. If they’re going to keep you here, they’ d damn well better take care of you,” Ms.
Manigat said. She must have been redlly mad, because she never swears.

| told her about the time when Lou came and pressed on my intercom really late at night, when | was
adeep and nobody ese was around. He wastalking redly loud like people do in videos when they're
drunk. Lou was glaring a me through the glass, banging onit. | had never seen him look so mean. |
thought he would try to come into my room but then | remembered he couldn’t because he didn’'t have a
hot suit. But I’ [l never forget how he said, They should put you to deep like adog at the pound.

| try not to think about that night, because it gave me nightmares. It happened when | was pretty little,
like eight. Sometimes | thought maybe | just dreamed it, because the next time Lou came he acted just
like normal. He even smiled a me alittle bit. Before he stopped coming here, Lou was nice to me every
day after that.

Ms. Manigat did not sound surprised when | told her what Lou said about putting meto deep. “Yes,
Jay,” shetold me. “For along time, there have been people outside who didn’t think we should be taking



care of you.”

| never knew that before! | remember along time ago, when | wasredly littleand | had pneumonia,
my mom was scared to leave me aone at the hospitd. “ They won't know how to take care of Jay there,”
she said to my dad, even though she didn’'t know | heard her. | had to stay by mysdlf dl night, and
because of what my mom said, | couldn’t go to deep. | was afraid everyone at the hospital would forget
| was there. Or maybe something bad would happen to me.

It seemslike the lights go off every other day now. And | know people must really miss Lou, because
the dirty gray water isall over the floor outside my glass and there’ sno oneto clean it up.

February 14

6-4-6-7-2-9-4-3  6-4-6-7-2-9-4-3  6-4-6-7-2-9-4-3

| remember the numbersdready! | have been saying them over and over inmy head so | won't
forget, but | wanted to write them down in the exact right order to be extra sure. | want to know them
without even looking.

Oh, | should start at the beginning. Y esterday, no one brought me any dinner, not even Ms. Manigat.
She came with ahuge bowl of catmeal this morning, saying she was very sorry. She said she had to look
along timeto find that food, and it wore her out. The catmed was't even hot, but | didn’t say anything.
| just ate. She watched me egting.

She didn’'t stay with melong, because she doesn'’t teach me lessons anymore. After the French
doctor |eft, we talked about the Emancipation Proclamation and Martin Luther King, but shedidn’t bring
that up today. She just kept sighing, and she said she had been in bed al day yesterday because she was
so tired, and she was sorry she forgot to feed me. She said | couldn’t count on Rene to bring me food
because she didn’t know where Rene was. It was hard for meto hear her talk through her hot suit today.
Her mask was crooked, so the microphonewas't in front of her mouth where it should be.

She saw my notebook and asked if she could look at it. | said sure. Shelooked at the pages from the
beginning. She said she liked the part where | said she was my best friend. Her face-mask was fogging
up, so | couldn’'t see her eyesand | couldn't tell if shewas smiling. | am very sure shedid not put her suit
on right today .

When she put my notebook down, she told meto pay close attention to her and repest the numbers
she told me, which were 6-4-6-7-2-9-4-3.

| asked her what they were. She said it was the security code for my door. She said she wanted to
give the code to me because my buzzer wasn’t working, and | might need to leave my roomif she
overdept and nobody came to bring me food. She told me | could use the same code on the elevator,
and the kitchen was on the third floor. There wouldn't be anybody there, she said, but | could ook on
the shelves, the top ones up high, to seeif therewas any food. If not, she said | should take the stairs
down to thefirst floor and find the red EXIT sign to go outside. She said the elevator doesn't go to the
firgt floor anymore.

| felt scared then, but she put her hand on top of my head again just like usua. She said she was sure
there was plenty of food outside.

“Butam| dlowed?’ | asked her. “What if people get Sick?’

“Y ouworry so much, littleman,” she said. “Only you matter now, my little one-of-a-kind.”

But see I’'m sure Ms. Manigat doesn't redlly want me to go outside. I” ve been thinking about that
over and over. Ms. Manigat must be very tired to tell me to do something like that. Maybe shehasa
fever and that’ swhy she told me how to get out of my room. My brother said silly thingswhen he had a
fever, and my father too. My father kept calling me Oscar, and | didn’t know who Oscar was. My dad
told us he had a brother who died when he waslittle, and maybe his name was Oscar. My mother didn’t
say anything at al when she got sick. Shejust died very fast. | wish | could find Ms. Manigat and give her
something to drink. Y ou get very thirsty when you have afever, which | know for afact. But | can’'t goto
her because | don’t know where sheis. And besides, | don’t know where Dr. Ben kegps the hot suits.
What if | went to her and shewas't wearing hers?



Maybe the oatmeal wasthe only thing left in the kitchen, and now | ateit dl. | hope not! But I’'m
thinking maybeit is because | know Ms. Manigat would have brought me morefood if she could have
found it. She' salways asking meif | have enough to eat. I’ m dready hungry again.

6-4-6-7-2-9-4-3
6-4-6-7-2-9-4-3

February 15

| amwriting in the dark. Thelights are off. | tried to open my lock but the numbers don’t work
because of thelights being off. | don’t know where Ms. Manigat is. I’m trying not to cry.
What if the lights never come back on?

February 16

There' sso much | want to say but | have a headache from being hungry. When the lights came back
on | went out into the hal like Ms. M. told me and | used the numbersto get the elevator to work and
then | went to the kitchen like she said. | wanted to go real fast and find some peanut butter or some
Oreos or even acan of beans | could open with the can opener Ms. M. left me at Thanksgiving.

There sno food in the kitchen! There' s empty cans and wrappers on the floor and even roaches but
| looked on every single shelf and in every cabinet and | couldn’t find anything to est.

Thesunwas shining relly REALLY bright from the window. | dmost forgot how the sun looks.
When | went to the window | saw abig, empty parking lot outside. At first | thought there were
diamonds al over the ground because of the sparkles but it was just alot of broken glass. | could only
see one car and | thought it wasMs. M.’s. But Ms. M. would never leave her car looking like that. For
onething it had two flat tired!

Anyway | don't think there’ sanybody here today. So | thought of aplan. | haveto go now.

Ms. M., thisisfor you—or whoever comes looking for me. | know somebody will find this notebook
if | leaveit on my bed. I'mvery sorry | had to leavein such ahurry.

| didn’'t want to go outside but it it okay if it' san emergency? | amredly redly hungry. I'll just find
somefood and bring it with me and I'll come right back. I’'m leaving my door open so | won't get locked
out. Ms. M., maybe I’ ll find your garden with cassavas and akee like you showed me and I’ [l know the
good partsfrom the bad parts. If someone seesmeand | get introuble I'll just say | didn’t have anything
to edt.

Whoever isreading thisdon't worry. I'll tell everybody | see please please not to get too closeto
me. | know Dr. Ben was very worried | might make somebody sick.

The Oort Crowd
KEN MACLEOD

Ken MacLeod livesin Scotland and has published four SF novels. Thisis hisfirst published short
story, from Nature . When he began to write, he said in an interview online with Andrew A.
Adams, “first of all | decided to write some short stories. So | would send short stories off to
Interzone , and they’ d send them back. No wonder, actually, looking at them now. The final nadir
of this came when Interzone sent back a story and suggested | send it to a small press magazine.
So | sent it to our local small press SF magazine, which was called New Dawn Fades, and they
rejected it. So | thought that there was nothing else for it and that I’d have to write a novel; that |
couldn’t do short stories.” Hisfirst novel, The Star Fraction, appeared in 1995 in the UK but his
fiction began to be published in the USin 1999 with The Cassini Division. His four novelsto date



have earned him a reputation at the forefront of newer S writers, especially for their striking
political speculations—hisfirst four books envision a post-Capitalist socialist society. Though he
is often called a hard SF writer, he objects: “ | don’t know enough physics to write hard SF. All
the convincing-sounding physics, wormholes and so on, | made up or have blatantly stolen. The
only physics I’ ve tried very hard to get right is the Newtonian physics.” Still, he belongsin the S-
crowd that is making British SF prominent in the last decade.

“The Oort Crowd” foreshadows his forthcoming novel.

Aswe enter thefirst year of the 23rd century (or the last year of the 22nd—some arguments never go
away) welook back with satisfaction at the triumphs of science and technology in thefirst two centuries
of thethird millennium. The advancesin medicine, in biotechnology, in communications, in amaospheric
engineering have been more than adequately celebrated elsawhere. They arefamiliar to the most isolated
farmer on the barest rocks of Antarctica. But in long-term significance for the human prospect, nothing
can compare to the discovery of the gods.

Theword “gods’ isused advisedly. Humanity’ s earliest speculations about the nature of any
superhuman intelligences with which it might share the Universe are, paradoxicaly, more relevant to our
red Situation than the predictions of dien contact in the once-popular genre of sciencefiction. It must be
admitted, however, that some of its practitioners (see, for example, Boyce, 1998, http://www.et
presence.ndirect.co.uk) reached part of the truth.

That truth, aswe dl know, isthat alarge, undetermined and (for good reason) indeterminable
fraction of the bodiesin the asteroid belt, the Kuiper Belt and the Oort Cloud are the sites of complex
intelligent life. The precise evolutionary route(s) from extremophilic microorganismsto intelligence,
gpparently bypassing multicelular organization, remain unknown and perhaps (again, for good reason)
unknowable. Computer smulations have yieded interesting, if inconclusive, results (Chang-Hoskins,
2197, provides auseful overview).

Those of our readers who have benefited from advancesin medicine may recollect, and our younger
readers can eadlly retrieve, the excitement that greeted theinitia, accidentd discovery of an ET
intelligence in 2031. Thefirst downloads from the Gates Foundation asteroid prospector reveaed not the
potential wealth of resources expected in a carbonaceous chondrite, but a complex interior structure
varioudy described as*“crygaling,” “fractd” and “organic.” Fortunatdly scientific openness, the drilling
operation was webcast live, and asthe pictures dowly scrolled down the screens of afew hundred
thousand space enthusiasts, the news spread across the net faster than avirus.

In those first hasty, misspelled e-mails and postings we can see—from references to the structure as
“the dlien computer” or “ Agteroid City” or even as“the starship”—the depth of initial misapprehension.
Far from having been built by beings broadly smilar to ourselves, the structure itself wasthe dien, or the
civilization—the nature and number of centers of consciousnesswithin it remain controversd. And it was
neither done nor isolated.

Billions of years of evolutionary “tunning” have given the cometary minds an exquidite sengtivity tothe
electromagnetic output of each other’ sinterna chemica and physical processes. Their communications
are, once looked for, as detectable as they are incomprehensible. Some of the larger bodies in the Oort
seem to act asrelays, extending the communications net across solar and possibly interstellar distances.
(Asisknown, the tenuous outer reaches of the Oort Cloud intersect those of their Centaurian equivalent.)

Despite strenuous efforts, no human communication with the extraterrestrial minds has been
established (the results claimed by Lunan, 2049, are a best ambiguous). They are, to us, in precisdy the
position of the gods postulated by Epicurus, serenein the spaces between the worlds.

These gods, whileindifferent, are not passive. Subtle control over their outgassings results, over very
long periods, in orbital changes. More rapid processes occur within the asteroids. Careful study of recent
and historical Near-Earth Objects suggests that the orbits of at least some NEOs have been the result of
consciousintent.

Inview of the above, it appearsin retrospect unfortunate that the first probe to the Oort Cloud and


http://www.et

beyond, launched in 2030, should have used asitsinitia means of propulsion aplasmasail conssting of
ionized gas within a“magnetic bubble’ thousands of kilometers across, and asits secondary meansa
prototype “eectromagnetic ramscoop” sucking in vast quantities of interstellar and cometary metter.
Subsequent changes in the volume and intengity of intercometary communication, and in the orbits of
numerous comets and asteroids, cannot be accounted for by the physical effects of its passage. They can
only be considered aresponse.

The effect on human society of the discovery of the gods has been positive. Excluded from many of
the space-based resources once thought unoccupied, we turn to aless profligate use of our planet’s own.
The expectations of John Stuart Mill, in hisfamous chapters on the “ sationary state”’ and “the probable
futurity of the laboring classes,” have been largdly redized.

But, as our astronomica and space-defense workers cooperatives continue their urgent
sky-watching, there may be somerisk of overlooking adanger closer to home. Thereis no reason to
suppose that extremophilic consciousnessis confined to minor interplanetary bodies. Perhapsthe
majority of the Earth’ s biomass conssts of subterranean extremophiles.

Watch the ground.

The Thing About Benny
M. SHAYNE BELL

M. Shayne Bell (www.mshaynebell.com), from Salt Lake City, Utah, has been publishing SF since
winning first place in the Writers of the Future contest in 1987. He also publishes poetry and he
enjoys hiking, backpacking, and climbing. In the fall of 1996, Bell joined an eight-day expedition
to the top of Kilimanjaro, the highest mountain in Africa. He has an MA in English: “ 1 completed
the first science fiction and fantasy creative writing thesis at Brigham Young University, after
years of struggle. It was a collection of my short stories. The loathing for the entire genrein the
English department at the time astonished me.” His SF novel, Nicoli, was published in 1991. He
edited the anthology Washed by a Wave of Wind: Science Fiction from the Corridor (1993), and
has published a steady stream of short stories for the last decade.

“The Thing About Benny” is from the excellent anthology Vanishing Acts, edited by Ellen
Datlow, stories upon the general theme of endangered species. Bell’ s humorous story takes place
in the not too distant future and is very plausible hard S-, to which is added some canny
sociological commentary. Bell’s own comment is: “ My story is a dark comedy about plant
extinctions. Really. That it turned out to be funny at all surprised me more than anyone.”

Abba, Faltskog Ligting 47:
“Dancing Queen,” day 3. En route from the airport.

Benny said, gpropos of nothing, “ The bridge isthe most important part of a song, don’t you think?’

“Oh, yeah,” | said, metryingto drivein dl that traffic and uslate, asusud. “ That’sdl | think about
when I’'m hearing musi c—those important bridges.”

“No, redly.” Benny looked at me, earphonesfirmly covering hisears, eyes dark and kind of
surprised. It wasaweird look. Benny never has much to say, but when he does the company higher-ups
told me | was supposed to take notice, try to figure out how he does what he does.

Thelight turned green. | drove us onto North Temple, downtown Salt Lake not so far off now.
“Bridgesin songs have something to do with extinct plants?’ | asked.

“It'sdl inthemusic,” hesaid, looking back at the street and Sitting very, very ill.

“Messages about plantsare in the music?’ | asked.

But he was gone, back in that trance he'd beenin since L.A. Besides, we were minutes from our first



stop. He away's gets so nervous just before we start work. “What if we find something?’ he’ d asked me
once, and I'd said, “1sn’t that the point?’

He started rubbing his sweaty hands up and down his pant legs. | could hear the tinny melody out of
his earphones. It was " Dancing Queen” week. Benny’ d set his player on endless repesat, and he listened
to “Dancing Queen” over and over again on the plane, in the car, in the offices we went to, during medls,
in bed with the earphones on hishead. That'sdl he'd listen to for one week. Then he'd changeto a
different Abba song on Sunday. When he' d gone through every Abba song ever recorded, he' d gart
over.

“Check in,” Benny said.

“What?’

“TheMarriott.”

| dammed brakes, did aU-turn, did like he’' d asked. That was my job, even if we were late. Benny
had to use the toilet, and he would not use toiletsin the offices we visited.

| carried the bags up to our rooms—no bellhop needed, thank you. What's a persona assistant for if
not to lug your luggage around? | called Utah Power and Light to tell them we were ill coming. Then |
waited for Benny in thelobby. My mind kept playing “Dancing Queen” over and over. “It'sdl inthe
music,” Benny’d said, but | failed to understand how anybody, Benny included, could find directionsin
fifty-year-old Abba songs to the whereabouts of plants extinct in the wild.

Benny tapped me on the shoulder. “1t's close enough that we can walk,” he said. “ Take these.”

He handed me his briefcase and a stack of World Botanics pamphlets and motioned to the door. |
aways had to lead the way. Benny wouldn’t walk with me. He walked behind me, four or five steps
back, Abbablasting in hisears. It was no usetrying to get him to do differently. | gave the car keysto the
hotel car people so they could park the rental, and off we went.

Utah Power and Light was afirgt visit. We' d do aget-acquainted sweep of the cubicles and offices,
then come back the next day for a detailed study. Oh sure, after Benny’ d found the Rhapisexcesain a
technicd writer’ s cubicle in the Transamerica Pyramid, everybody with aplant in a pot had hoped to be
the one with the cancer cure. But most African violets are just African violets. They aren’'t going to cure
anything. Still, the hopeful had driven college botany professors around the world nuts with their pots of
begonias and canary ivy and sword ferns,

But they were out there. Plants extinct in the wild had been kept dive in the oddest places, including
cubiclesin office buildings. Benny’ d found more than his share. Even | took “Extract of Rhapis excdsa’
treatment one week each year like everybody ese. Who wanted a heart attack? Who didn’t feel better
with his arteries unclogged? People used to go jogging just to fed that good.

The people a UP& L werethrilled to see us—hey, Benny wasther chance at millions. A lady from
HR led us around office after cubicle after break room. Benny walked aong behind the lady and me. It
was Dieffenbachia maculata after Ficus benjaminaafter Cycus revoluta. Even | could tell nobody was
getting rich here. But up on the sixth floor, | turned around and Benny wasn't behind us. He was back
garing at a Nemanthus gregarius on a bookshelf in a cubicle just inside the door.

| walked up to him. “It'sjust goldfishvine,” | said.

Thegirl in the cubicle looked like she wanted to pick up her keyboard and kill me withiit.

“Benny,” | said. “We got a bunch more territory to cover. Let’ smoveit.”

He put hishandsin his pockets and followed along behind me, but after about five minutes he was
gone again. We found him back at the Nemanthus gregarius. | took a second look at the plant. It looked
like nothing more than Nemanthus gregariusto me. Polly, the girl in the cubicle, was doing alittle dancein
her chair in time to the muffled “ Dancing Queen” out of Benny’ s earphones. Mamamia, shefdt like
money, money, money.

| made arrangements with HR for usto come back the next day and start our detailed study. The
company CEO came down to shake our hands when we | ft. Last we saw of Polly that day was her
watering the Nemanthus gregarius.

Abba, Fdtskog Listing 47:



“Dancing Queen,” day 3. Dinner.

Thething about Benny is, he never moves around in time to the music. | mean, he can St there
listening to “Dancing Queen” over and over again and Sare straight ahead, hands folded in hislap. He
never moves his shoulders. He never taps histoes. He never sways his hips. Watching him, you' d think
“Dancing Queen” was some Bach cantata

| ordered dinner for usin the hotel coffee shop. Benny aways makes me order for him, but god
forbid it’ s not amedium-rare hamburger and fries. We sat there eating in slence, the only sound between
us the muffled dancing queen having thetime of her life. | thought maybe I"d try alittle conversation.
“Hamburger OK?" | asked.

Benny nodded.

“Want arefill on the Coke?’

He picked up his glass and sucked up the last of the Coke, but shook his head no.

| took abite of my burger, chewed it, looked a Benny. “Y ou got any goas?’ | asked him.

Benny looked a methen. He didn’t say aword. He stopped chewing and just stared.

“I mean, what do you want to do with your life? Y ou want awife? Kids? A trip to the moon? Wefly
around together, city after city, studying al these plants, and | don’t think | even know you.”

He swallowed and wiped his mouth with hisnapkin. “1 have gods,” hesad.

“Well, likewhat?’

“I haven't told anybody. I’ [l need some time to think about it before | answer you. I'm not surel
want to tel anybody, no offense.”

Jeez, Benny, take a chance on mewhy don’t you, | thought. We went back to eating our burgers. |
knew the higher-ups would want me to follow the lead Benny had dropped when we were driving in
fromtheairport, so | tried. “Tell me about bridges,” | said. “Why are they important in songs?’

Benny wouldn't say another word. We finished eating, and | carried Benny’ sthings up to hisroom
for him. At the door he turned around and looked at me. “Bridges take you to anew place,” he said.
“But they aso show you the way back to where you once were.”

He closed the door.

| didn’t turn on any music in my room. It was niceto haveit alittle quiet for achange. | wrote my
reports and e-mailed them off, then went out for adrink. | nursed it along, wondering where we stood on
the bridges.

Abba, Faltskog Ligting 47:
“Dancing Queen,” day 4. UP& L offices.

World Botanics sends Benny only to companiesthat meet its criteria. Firgt, they haveto have
occupied the same building for fifty years or more. Y ou’ d be surprised how few companiesin America
have donethat. But if acompany has moved around alot, chances areits plants have not gone withiit.
Second, it’ sniceif the company has had international ties, but even that isn’t necessary. Lots of people
somehow failed to tell customs about the cuttings or the little packets of seedsin their pockets after
vacations abroad. If acompany’s employees had traveled around alat, or if they had family tieswith
other countries, they sometimes ended up with the kind of plants we were looking for. UP& L has stayed
put for agood long time, plus its employees include former Mormon missionaries who' ve poked around
obscure corners of the planet. World Botanics hoped to find something in Utah.

The UP&L CEO and the HR staff and Polly were dl waiting for us. Y ou’ d think Benny’ d want to go
straight up to the sixth floor to settle the Nemanthus gregarius question, but he didn’t. Benny adways sarts
on thefirgt floor and works hisway to the top, so we started on floor one.

Thelobby wasanew ingdl, and | was glad Benny didn’t waste even half an hour there. Not much
hope of curing cancer with flame nettle or cantea pams. The cafeteriaon the second floor had some
interesting Cleistocactus straudii. Like all cactus, it’s endangered but not yet extinct in the wild—there are
still reports of Cleistocactus strausii growing here and there in the tops of the Andes. Asfar as anybody



cantdl, it can’'t cureathing.

Wedidn't makeit to the sixth floor till after four o’ clock, and you could tell that Polly was anervous
wreck.

But Benny walked right past her Nemanthus gregarius.

“Hey, Benny,” | said in alow voice. “What about the goldfish vine?’

Benny turned around and stared at it. Polly moved back into her cubicle so she wouldn’t block the
view, but after aminute Benny put his handsin his pockets and walked off. Well, poor Polly, | thought.

But just beforefive, | turned around and Benny wasn't behind me. | found him at the Nemanthus
gregarius. Jeez Benny, | thought, we need to know the name of the game here. Declare extract of
Nemanthus gregarius the fountain of youth or tell Polly she has anice plant but nothing specid. | steered
him out of the building and back to the Marriott.

Abba, Féltskog Listing 47:
“Dancing Queen,” day 4. Dinner.

| ordered Benny’ s burger and a steak for me. We sat there eating, the only sound between usa
muffled “Dancing Queen.” After last night, | was not attempting conversation.

I d taken time before dinner to look up Nemanthus gregarius on the Net. It is not endangered. It
growslikeweedsin cubicles. It can’'t cure athing.

| didn’t know what Benny was doing.

He sucked up the last of his glass of Coke and put the glass down alittle hard on the table. | looked
upat him.

“| want to find anew plant and nameit for Agnetha,” he said.

“What?’

“My god inlife,” hesaid. “If you tell anyone, I'll seethat you' refired.”

“You'relooking for anew plant speciesin office buildings?’

“I’d actudly like to find one for each of the four members of Abba, but Agnetha sfirst.”

And I’ d thought finding one completely new species was too much to ask.

“When Abba sang, theworld was so lush,” Benny said. “Y ou can hear it in their music. It resonates
with what' sleft of the naturd world. It helpsme saveit.”

It was my turn to be quiet. All | could think was, it works for Benny. He's had plenty of success,
after dl, and who hasn't heard of crazier things than the music of dead pop starsleading some guy to new
plant species?

When | wrote up my daily reportsthat night, | left out Benny’ s goas. Some things the higher-ups
don’t need to know.

Abba, Féltskog Listing 47:
“Dancing Queen,” day 5. UP&L offices.

We spent the day |ooking at more sorry specimens of Cordy-line termindis, Columneagloriosa, and
Codiaeum variagatum than | care to remember. By the end of the day, Benny started handing out the
occasiond watering tip, so | knew even hewas giving up.

“Nemanthus gregarius?’ | asked in the elevator on the way down.

Suddenly he punched 6. He walked straight to Polly’ s cubicle and stuck out hishand. “1 owe you an
gpology,” hesad.

Polly just sat there. She wasfacing her own little Waterloo, and she did it bravely.

“I thought your Nemanthus gregarius might be a sub-species not before described, but it isn't. It' sthe
common variety. A nice specimen, though.”

Weleft quickly. At least hedidn't give her any watering tips.

Abba, Fdtskog Listing 47:



“Dancing Queen,” day 5. Wandering the streets.

Thething about Benny s, if it doesn’t work out and we' ve studied every plant on thirty floors of an
office tower without finding even a Caathea lancifolia, he can’t stand it. He wanders up and down the
dreets, poking into every little shop. He never buys anything—he isn’t shopping. | think he’ shoping to
spot some rare plant in the odd tobacconist or magazine shop and to do it fast. | have ahard time
keeping up with him then, and heaven forbid | should decide to buy something on sdlefor aMother’s
Day gift.

We rushed through two used bookstores, an oriental rug store, four art galleries, three fast food
joints. “Benny,” | said. “Let’ sget something to eat.”

“It'shere” hesad.

“What' swhere?’

“There' s something here, and we just haven't found it.”

The Dancing Queen was resonating, | supposed. Shops were closing dl around us.

“Y ou check the Indian jewelry storewhile | check Mr. Q' sBigand Tal,” hetold me. “We meet
outsdeinfive”

| did like | wastold. | smiled a the Navgjo woman in traditiona dress, but she did not smile back.
Shewanted to lock up. | made aquick sweep of the store and noted the various species of endangered
cacti and |eft. Benny was not on the sdewalk. | went into Mr. Q' safter him.

He was standing perfectly il in front of arack of shirts on sale, handsin his pockets.

“Thesearetoo big for you,” | sad.

“Window display, southeast corner.”

Well, | walked over there. It wasalovely little display of Rhipsalis sdicornioides, Phalaenopsis
lueddemanniana, and Streptocarpus saxorum. Nothing unusud.

Then | looked closer at the Streptocarpus saxorum. The flowers weren't the typical powder blue or
lilac. They werealight yellow.

The proprietor walked up to me. “I’'m sorry,” he said. “But we're closing. Could you bring your final
purchasesto the register?’

“I'm just admiring your cape primrose,” | said. “Where do they come from?’

“My mother growsthem,” he said. “ She gave me these plants when | opened the Sore.”

“Did shetrave in Africaor Madagascar?’

“Her brother wasin the foreign service. She used to follow him around to his postings. | don't
remember where she went—I’d have to ask her.”

“Doyoumindif | touch one of the plants?’ | asked.

He said sure. The leaves were the typicd hairy, gray-green ovals; the flowers floated above the
leaves on wire-thin stems. It was definitely Streptocarpus, but I’ d never seen anything like it described.

“I think you should cal your mother,” | said, and | explained who Benny and | were.

The store closed, but Mr. Proprietor and his staff waited with usfor the mother to arrive. Thewhole
time Benny just stood by the sale rack, eyes closed, handsin his pockets. “Y ou’ ve doneit again,” |
whispered to him.

Hedidn't answer me. Just as| turned to walk back over to the cape primrose, he opened his eyes.
“ Streptocarpus agnethum,” he whispered.

And heamiled.

Abba, Féltskog Listing 32:
“| HaveaDream,” day 2. Agnetha s grave.

Thething about Benny is, he's generous. He took me to Sweden with him, and we planted
Streptocarpus agnethum, or “dancing queen,” around Agnetha s gravestone. Turns out the flower wasn't
acurefor anything, but it was a new species and Benny got to nameit.

“Agnethawould have loved these flowers” | told Benny.



Hejust kept planting. We had anice sound system on the ground beside us, playing her music—well,
just one of her songs. It talks about believing in angels. | don’t know if | believein angels, but | can see
the good in Benny’ swork. Nobody' s bringing back the world we' ve logt, but little pieces of it have
survived here and there. Benny was saving some of those pieces.

“God, these flowers are pretty,” | told him.

Of course hedidn't say anything.

Hedidn't need to.

TheLast Supper
BRIAN STABLEFORD

Brian Sableford is one of the finest critics and historians of SF and fantasy, a significant novelist,
and is one of the six or eight leading short fiction writersin S today who year after year
publishesfive or ten storiesin contention for inclusion in this annual book. For most of the 1990s
he wrote storiesin a large future history setting devel oped in the 1980s in collaboration with
David Langford, spanning centuries and focussing on immense changes in human society and in
humanity due primarily to advances in the biological sciences. Four of these have been rewritten
as novelsthusfar, Inherit the Earth, The Architects of Emortality, The Fountains of Youth, and
The Cassandra Complex, with Dark Ararat and one more in the works.

“The Last Supper” appeared in Science Fiction Age, one of the two leading S- magazines
that ceased publication in mid-year. It is Stableford at his most acerbically Swiftian. He weaves
together the celebrity chefs, who are coming into prominence today, with gourmet food at the
edge of disgusting, bioengineered art for exquisite pleasure, adds political repression of scientific
advances, and protesters; presents an outrageously cool and rational central character and his
food-fan, chef-wor shipping date as the sympathetic avant garde.

| had reserved the table at Trimalchio’ sway back in January, three monthsin advance. It was Tamara s
birthday treat, and | figured that it would aso be the perfect occasion to ask her to marry me. | wanted
the circumstances to be as favorable as possible to maximize my chances of success. Rumor hasit that a
lot of celebrities were clamoring to get in, not because they had any inkling of what was about to happen
but smply because it was Saturday night—and ever since Jerome had joined the hallowed ranks of
superstar chefs, Trimalchio’ s was the place to be seen—but Jerome wasn’'t the kind of man to start
cancdling reservationsin order to accommodate TV persondities. He was a man of honor.

We had to run the gauntlet when we arrived, of course, but we weren't in the least frightened. We
didn’'t fed that we werein any rea danger from the anti-GM brigade who were baying for Jerome's
blood. They were very noisy, of course—their cause had been on the skidsfor years, and the hardcore
had responded by becoming even more fanatical and dogmatic—but they knew from bitter experience
that attacking customers qudified as an ingant PR disaster. The only onesin physical danger were
members of theincreasingly vociferous counter demonstration: Jerome’ smost ardent fans. For every
banner proclaiming that he was a* Frankenstein Chef ” or a*“Kitchen Devil,” there was one proclaiming
him to be the messiah of the new gastronomy. There were even afew innocently hyperbolic placards
carrying forward agrand old south London tradition that went way back to the 1960s and the first rock
superstars, which smply said: JEROME IS GOD.

| found the sprint from the taxi quite exhilarating, dthough Tamarawasalittle bit annoyed that none
of the paparazzi bothered to aim aflashbulb in our direction. | assured her that she looked as good as
any of the modelswho were distracting their attention, and gpologized for the fact that mererichesdidn’t
make me as newsworthy as the sons of hereditary peers. She did look wonderful. Her peacockblue
evening dress and pastel hosiery were smart in the old sense aswell asthe new: aperfect refutation of the



fashion-dinosaur argument that no matter how useful and hygienic they might be, active fiberswould
never look as good as ancient silks and velvets.

Wedidn't get the best table, of course. | suppose anyone who was there to be seen would have
reckoned it theworst, and there was a distinct frown on Tamara s face as we were shown to it, but it
suited my purposes very well. | wanted to bein aquiet corner, where Tamaraand | would have eyes
only for one another.

Wedidn't have to worry about being unable to catch the waiter’ s eye—the staff at Trimalchio’swere
the best in London and it wasn't asif we had any choicesto make. Jerome' s clients were expected to eat
and drink exactly what he provided and be grateful, and that wasfine by us.

When she had first read about him in the Style section of the Sunday Times, Tamara had been as
fervent in her support of Jerome' sinsstence on aset menu as she was of his determination to experiment
with the best Genetically Modified foodstuffs that the world had offer. “The man isagreat artist,” she had
assured me, way back on New Y ear’ s Eve, in the course of what was then a purely hypothetical
discussion. “He plansamed as a perfect ensemble. He leaves pick-and-mix to the sweetie counter in
Woolworth's, where it belongs. | was at uni with one of the geneticists he works with, and the firm has
regular dedlingswith hissuppliers. A lot of the GM chefs are content to use modern substitutes for the
ingredientsin traditiond recipes, but Jerome sagenuine inventor. He sright at the cutting edge of food
science, and that puts him at the cutting edge of biotech itself. There d be no point in offering his
customersachoice of dishes because he uses so many ingredients that none of his clients—even his
regulars—have ever had the opportunity of tasting. Even if they’ ve encountered the raw materids, they
can't possbly have the dightest ideawhat a master chef can do with them.”

“I'm not sure | like the sound of that,” I’d said at the time. “Individud tastes do differ—oneman's
mest and dl that.”

“Don't bedlly, Ben,” she'd said. “Faddy egting isthe sign of abad upbringing. Y our petty prejudices
are quiteirrationd. They have nothing to do with matters of individua taste.”

| loved her very dearly. It would only have spoiled our mood to press the point that, however
irrationd it might be, there were certain foods | smply hated, especialy anchovies and escargots, and
certain othersto which | strongly suspected that | might be alergic—including mussds and locudts, no
meatter what modifications had been made to their genomes.

“A great chef isagreat artist,” Tamarahad added. * His customers have to have faith in him. He has
every right to demand that they trust hisjudgment.”

“I guessyou'reright,” | had admitted, as the seeds of my plan had taken root. Aswe took our seats
and the waiter handed Tamara a card headed SUPPER: DIRECTORY OF COURSES, | crossed my
fingers, hoping that if anything turned up that | didn’t like | would either be able to somach it in spite of
my inclinations or digpose of it surreptitioudy. The onething I couldn’t do, of course, wasleaveit onthe
plate. Newspaper reports alleged that Jerome was wont to emerge from his kitchen wielding aheavy
ladle in responseto that kind of insult. | could certainly expect anegative answer to my proposd if we
were asked to leave in mid-meal—and the bored paparazzi inevitably took agreat and exceedingly
unflattering interest in anyone coming out of Trimalchio'sin advance of the sated and spiritually uplifted
crowd.

Our table waslit by two candles—molded in GM tallow, of course—and decorated by a discreet
bouquet of flowersset in atiny vase. | couldn’t put aname to the flowers, but that was hardly surprising.
Jerome only used originals. It was entirely possible that there was a |east one speciesin the array that
had only existed for amatter of weeks and would become extinct that very night.

The aperitif was as clear and colorless aswater, but its texture suggested that it was a complex
organic cocktail. When | remarked that | found it refreshing but oddly tasteless, Tamara explained that
that was the whole point. It was intended to restore the “virginity of thetongue’ by clearing away the
lingering legacy of past experience.

The horsd' oeuvres were served in little sllver dishes mounted on the heads of rampant chimeras
formed from somekind of acrylic plagtic. The workmanship was exceptionally fine; you could dmost see



theindividual scalesin the chimera s hind-parts. | didn’t bother to point this out to Tamarain case she
took it as another example of what she caled “nanotechnologist’ sdisease.” “ The trouble with you, Ben,”
she had said during the big row we had had after Christmas, “isthat you’ re obsessed with tiny things.
With you, it’'snot just amatter of not being able to see the forest for the trees—it’samatter of not being
ableto seetheforest for the cracksin the bark of afallen twig.” For much the samereason, | didn’t
bother to point out the marvelousintricacy of the patterns engraved in black and white on the skins of the
olives. Tamaramade up for my reticence by waxing lyrica about the technicd difficultiesthat Jerome's
geneticists had had to overcomein order to ensure that the honeyed poppy-seeds used to season the
roast dormice could be grown in situ, within the flesh of theliving animal.

The dormice were atrifle too sweet for my taste and the olivestoo aily, but | did likethelittle
toroida sausages—al-though | might have liked them even better if they hadn’t been wrapped around
black figs. Tamaraloved dl of it, to the extent that she ate at least twiceasmuch asme. | didn’t mind. It
was her treat, and it’ s not every day that awoman reaches her 25th birthday and receives her fourth
proposa of marriage. | had wondered whether it was worth quipping that it was alot better than
receiving her 25th proposa on her fourth birthday, but I’ d abandoned the plan because she would only
have looked & measif | weremad. “I1t'sajoke,” | would have said, theway | awaysdid. “Isit?’ she
would have replied, implying thet if there were such athing asajoking test | would probably havefailed it
nearly asoften as|’dfailed my driving test.

The possibility of being out-eaten didn’t arise again, of course, because the other courses were
served in carefully measured individua portions on separate plates. The possbility of being out-drank
remai ned—the decanters containing the first white wine were brought out in advance of the second
course—but Tamarawas sufficiently old-fashioned to think that it was a gentleman’ s duty to pour, so |
was confident that | could share it out with as much exactitude as my dightly unsteady hand could
contrive. | was so nervous that | would have liked an extra glassto settle me down, but | aso wanted to
make sure that Tamarawas as mellow as possible by the time the big moment arrived, so scrupulous
evenhandedness seemed politic aswedll aspalite.

“Happy, darling?’ | asked, aswe paused with our glasses to savor the bouquet of the wine.

“Ecdatic,” she assured me. She closed her eyesfor awhile, saying: “1’m trying to make the most of
the pleasures of anticipation, so that they’ Il be redoubled by those of satiation.”

“Metoo,” | assured her, athough | was thinking about the ring in my pocket rather than the food.

The second course was what | d normally have thought of as a starter, although the hors d’ oeuvres
had been far too substantial to qualify asameretease. It looked like an unusually coherent terrine, but
there was no trace of token green stuff except for alight sprinkle of chopped herbs. The centra blob was
surrounded by aring of eggs smdler than aquail’ s and the whole thing was bedded on what looked like
unleavened bread.

According to the directory, the blob was compounded from the “vulva’ and “sumen” of avirgin
sow—some kind of fancy pork, | deduced. The herbal seasoning was alegedly laserpitium, although a
dutiful footnote pointed out that because no one now knew what plant the laserpitium of the ancients had
been, the name had been considered free for gpplication to an entirely new herb devised by Jerome’'s
gendicids.

All indl, it didn't taste too bad. | wouldn't go so far asto say that | liked it, but it was on the sunny
gdeof tolerable.

“Brilliant,” Tamarasaid, as shefinished. “Magicd, even. | thought it would just be the taste, buit it
iST't, isit?'Y ou can actudly fed the food settling into your somach, can’'t you? It' sasif thisiswhat our
dimentary systems have been crying out for ever sncethefirst cooking fireswerelit.”

Tamara had strong fedings about the folly of the anti-GM brigade. “ Everything we now think of as
human natureis the product of the primal biotechnologies,” shewasfond of saying. “Anyone who thinks
that biotechnology is an offense againgt nature isdelusiona aswell as stupid.” The primal biotechnologies,
inthejargon of her trade, were cooking and clothing. Both innovations, in Tamara sfirmly held but
not-quite-conventional view, had been introduced by women; according to her, the entire panoply of



“masculine hardware’—including al the stone, ceramic, and metd tools in whose evolution old-fashioned
male archaeol ogists were wont to trace the progress of preliterate societies—had been nothing more than
aseries of technicd tricks developed to served the imperatives of the prima biotechnologies.

Tamarafurther contended—and how could amere technical trickster like me disagree with an ace
biotechnol ogist>— that the entire history of civilization had followed the same pattern. Everything men
had ever made or done had been devised to serve the insatiable demands of the “feminine
imperative’—avadiant but inadequate tribute to the twin materna devicesthat had broken nature' s cruel
yoke and set humankind on the road of intellect and artistry. My colleague and ex-friend Steve Semple
had once opined that that was exactly the kind of thing amad domineering bitch might be expected to say
to alovesick puppy, but hewasjust jedous.

| had once—and only once—made the mistake of pointing out to Tamarathat in the modern world
the“primal biotechnologies’ seemed to have been hijacked by men, who still supplied the great mgority
of the 21t century’ sfinest chefs and couturiersin spite of the victories of late 20th-century feminism.
“The greatest ambition of the male of the species has aways been to cultivate as much effeminacy as
testosterone will permit,” sheinformed me. “How many great chefs and couturiers are straight, do you
think? The troubleisthat those unlucky soulswho can't measure up to mature standards of effeminacy
tend to expresstheir defensive masculinity in afrank refusal to learn to cook or dressthemsdves
properly.”

Therewas none of that at Trimalchio’s, of course. By that time | knew exactly which topics of
conversation were safe and comfortable, and | was able to steer the chat in dl the right directions.
Tamarawas happy that night, and when she was happy she was breathtakingly beautiful. Peoplelike
Steve were incapable of understanding awoman like her, and resentment transformed their lust into
hodtility. I, on the other hand, loved her as honestly and as absolutely as anyone could. If she were ever
going to marry anyone, | thought as| gulped my first mouthful of thered wine, it would definitely be
me—and for al her affectations of independence, she needed love and stability just as much as anyone
dse

Ever sincel had first glanced a Jerome s directory of courses, | had known that the third would be
the most substantial challenge to my congtitution. Thereisnot adessert in the world that can intimidate
me, but when it comesto entrées | candidly admit that | am what Tamaralikesto call “aStone Age
meat-and-two-veg-man.” | love the roast beef, potatoes, and carrots my mother used to make, with or
without the Y orkshire pudding, and | see no need to gpologize for the fact.

| had been hoping al week that | might strike it lucky and catch Jeromein atraditional mood, taking
what comfort | could from the knowledge that my wisheswerelikely to be at least partidly granted.
Jerome was well known as agreat fan of the potato. He' d been waxing lyrical on itsvirtuesfor 10 years,
and had presumably been doing so even before he got heavily into GM cuisine. The so-cdled
“degradation of the potato” had aways been the favorite object of his particular version of that fiery
anger which isevery great chef’ s prerogative and duty. When Columbusfirst reached the Americas, he
told the world, there were six hundred different species of potato distributed from the heights of the
Andesto the plains of Patagonia, and dl but a handful had been driven to extinction by chip-addicted
dullards. One of the key projects he had set his scientific collaborators was to recover and then to
surpassthe natura variability of the potato—so it’ s hardly surprising that the main course on that
epoch-making evening was accompanied by no less than three different kinds of potato, one served
mashed, one boiled, and one sautéed.

Having been granted that, how could | then complain about the fact that they were accompanying
tentacles of young giant squid stuffed with mutton brains?

| found, once I’d stedled mysdif to try it, that the flesh of young giant squid wasn't nearly as rubbery
asthekind of calamari my mother used to foist on me when shewasn't in aroast beef mood. The
engineers modifying squid specieswere sill engaged in aheadlong dash to produce the biggest living
organism ever, so the culinary possibilities of the species had been virtually relegated to the economicaly
important but cruddy utilitarian realms of pet food production. Jerome was one of thefirst peopleto



figure out that the tender meet of very young individuas had possibilities undreamed of by geneticists
fixated on issues of size, and | had to admit that he had a point.

Asit turned out, | had dightly more difficulty with the stuffing. My maternal grandmother had an aunt
who'd died of the same strain of CJD that wasimplicated in the infamous beef ban of the 1990s and
Gran was dwaysindstent— in spite of dl the scientific evidence that later cameto light proving that the
cattle had caught it from us, not the other way around—that it had been scrapie-infected sheep that had
been the source of the trouble. According to her, mutton brains were just about the most dangerous
foodstuff in the world. “No good will come of it!” she' d cried, when the proven effectiveness of
GM-mutton brains as an intelligence-enhancer in infants had delivered the firgt effective left hook to the
jutting chin of anti-GM prejudice. Alas, her protests hadn’t prevented Mum from feeding it to me
throughout my teens, asif quantity might somehow make up for the fact that she’ d missed the window of
real opportunity by agood 10 years.

At the end of the day, though, the stuffing was something | could eat, and | tucked the lot away
without bothering to inquire too carefully asto the contents of the sauce, which were conveniently
disguised by esoteric French and Latin in the directory. When | washed the last mouthful down with the
last of the red wine, | flt positively triumphant—asif my successin dealing with the food were an
infallible omen of successin the evening' s grester enterprise.

“Wasn't that amply extraordinary?’ | said to Tamara.

“Marvelous,” she confirmed.

“| suppose we ought to feel dightly guilty about snatching good mutton brain out of the mouths of the
tinieswho derive such benefit fromit,” | said, “but | can’'t. | can fed it doing me good, eventhough I'm
way too old.”

“You'reright,” she said. It wasn't aphrase that passed her lovely lips very often, so | was ddlighted
to hear it. “ The wine setsit off perfectly, don't you think? To think that our parents used to value winefor
itsage! Do you think theré Il ever come atime again when thisyear’ svintage isn't the finest ever?’

“My Mum and Dad used to drink that Beaujolais nouveau stuff,” | remembered.

“Vileredink!” sheretorted. “It might have hel ped in some small way to pioneer the change of
attitude necessary to introduce GM wine, but no true connoisseur would have touched it. Thisisentirdy
different. Entirely!”

“Oh, absolutely,” | said, as the third decanter was deposited in the middle of the table. “Who knew
what true intoxication was in those days? Who understood the real subtleties of psychotropic artistry?’

“We owe Jerome and his disciples atremendous debt,” she confirmed. “When | think about those
demondtrators outs de—the antis, | mean, not his supporters—it makes me want to cry. They're
dogmatists of theworst stripe, incapable of seeing sense—the stuff of which witch-hunters and inquisitors
aremade. Did you seethat item on last night’s Sky News about the chef in New Y ork who was shot?’

“Yes, | did,” | confirmed. “Y et another martyr to the cause of progress. There' saways amindless
mob, isn't there? It sasif the lunaticsjust moved two doors down the road on the day the last abortion
clinic closed. It snot asif thereisn't an effective system of monitoring and control, isit?’

That was adight mistake. | should have known better than to use the word “ effective.”

“Wadll, yesitis, actualy,” Tamarasnapped. “We got saddled with far, far too many bad lawsin the
first decade of the new millennium, and far too many of them are dill on the statute book. There stoo
much indstence on formulai ¢ testing. That obsolete monitoring system has become amillstone around the
neck of the nation’ s scientists—hioscientists, | mean. Y ou specidistsin inorganic nanotech don’t know
how lucky you are not to have to ded with al that shit.”

Mercifully, thearrival of the dessert cut the lecture short.

| had been looking forward to what | still ingsted, if only privatdy, of thinking of as“pudding.” The
dessert on offer on that fateful night at Trimalchio’ swas one of those ingenious dishes that take advantage
of the fact that ice crystals are poor absorbers of microwave radiation and poor conductors of heet. This
alowsingeniousice-cream sculptures to contain nested compotes of fruit heated to atemperature that
can easly burn the mouth of an unwary diner. Needlessto say, there were no such fools present at
Trimachio' sthat evening. We dl knew that the art of eating such concoctionswasal inthetiming. Even



Tamaraknew how to manage the various components of the dessert as she dissected its complex
architecture, savoring itsgradua dissolution aswell asits medley of tastes.

Itis, | suppose, one of the grest ironies of GM cuisine that it remains subject to the basic eements of
the sense of taste. Although the gastronomic employment of saltiness and bitterness has away's been
relatively subtle, thereisacertain inevitable crudity about sweetness. The only natura substance on which
genetic engineers have not yet managed to improve is sucrose, and there isthus asense in which the
dessert isthe mogt “primitive” part of any modern meal. In my persona opinion, however, the miracles
that the engineers have wrought in cultured anima flesh are outweighed by those gpplied to soft fruits. |
would gladly have swallowed afew garlic-laden snails or risked the effects of afew deep-fried locustsin
order to have the privilege of having Jerome' s raspberries and blueberries melt on my tongue.

The dessart wine was equdly fine. Even Tamarasaid so, dthoughif it had been something I'd
brought home from the hypermarket the merest glance would have been enough to convince her that it
wastoo syrupy. It' sdightly absurd, now that dimnessis a sraightforward matter of somatic
management, that so many willowy women il professto didike the taste of sugar, but in Tamara s case
the idiosyncrasy was authentic. She was never oneto follow fashion blindly.

“The perfect end to aperfect meal,” was Tamara s judgment, as shelaid her spoon aside for thefina
time

“The evening' snot over yet,” | told her—but she seemed to have no suspicion of my intended
meaning. She might even have made some remark about not having forgotten the coffee had it not been
for thefact that Jerome chose that moment to make his entrance into the dining room.

| had no inkling at first that anything was wrong. Reports | had read in the newspapers had said that
the great man often came into the dining room when his own work was concluded, in order to receive the
grateful thanks of hisclients. Routine or not, though, every eyein the place was upon him from the
moment he stepped into view. When he raised hisarms dightly to ask for silence, dl conversation was
ingantly hushed.

“My friends,” he said, in atone whose evenness can only have been maintained with the utmost effort
and dignity, “| fear that | have some bad newsfor you. It seemsthat Trimachio’ swill be closing its doors
tonight, never to reopen.”

This statement was greeted with a collective gasp of astonished horror, but no one said aword. We
samply waited for Jerometo continue.

“I have been informed that officers from New Scotland Y ard are on their way to arrest me even as
we speak,” hetold us. “It seemsthat aman | trusted—a sous-chef who haslong been one of my most
trusted confidants—has provided the police with an extensve dosser on my recent activities, including an
itemized list of ingredientsthat | have used in my kitchens despite their lack of a certification of safety
from the Ministry of Food Technology. | must confessthat | have never made more than tenuous efforts
to conced thefact that | have used technicaly illicit materiads whenever | felt that my recipesrequired
them. Those of you who know my methodswell will know that | have never served anything to my
customers—my guests, as | have dways thought of them—whose effects| have not tested to the full on
my own digestive system. | am, and always will be, perfectly confident that my judgment of afoodstuff’s
vaue and safety isworth infinitely more than any MFT certificate, but the fact remainsthat | have broken
thelaw and that the evidence my former disciple has given to New Scotland Yard will ensurethat | am
held to account for my transgressons.”

A few cries of “ Shame!” were heard at this point, but Jerome raised his hand again to silence them.

“Itis, of course, highly unlikely that | shall be required to serve a prison sentence,” he continued, “and
| have more than enough money to pay any reasonable fine, but you will al understand that the maiter of
my punishment isnot so smple. Thelaw, asit now stands, will requirethat | be banned for life from
owning or working in arestaurant, or from any significant involvement in commercia catering. In short,
ladies and gentlemen, the result of my inevitable conviction will be avirtua death sentence. This body will
continueto live, but its soul and vocation will be extinguished. After tonight, Jeromewill be no more. The
mesdl you have just esten isthe last masterpiece | shall ever creste.



“Inafew minutes| will pass among you, as has often been my pleasure, to shake you al by the hand
and thankyou for coming here tonight. | know that each and every one of you, whether you are
numbered among my dearest friends and most loya customers or whether you are visiting Trimalchio’'s
for the very first time, will be as sorry to hear thisnews as | am, but | beg you to be brave, and not to
make a sad occasion sadder by weeping. | would like to be able to treasure the memory of these last few
moments of my life as Jerome, and | hope that you can help meto do that. | hope, too, that you will take
away memories of your own that you will dwaystreasure; we are, after al, true collaboratorsin the great
enterprise—may | say the greeat crusade ?—that has been Trimalchio's. If you will indulge me, | should
liketo say afew find words about my mission before the police arrive.”

Indulge him! His audience was rapt, hungry for every word.

“No one herewill be surprised to hear me say that the Promethean fire which first raised humanity
above the anima was the cooking fire,” Jerome went on. “The seed of Godhood was sown within
humankind on the day it wasfirst decided that the raw, bloody, and meager providence of nature was
inadequate to the needs of a creature possessed of mind—and hence of taste. No one here will be
astonished to hear me quote with unqudified approva the old saw that we are what we eat. When the
first agriculturists and herdsmen set out to modify the genomes of other species by sdlective breeding, for
culinary convenience, they aso began the modification of their own flesh by the ateration of their own
sdective regime. When | say that we are what we edt, | do not Smply mean that the flesh of our captive
plants and animals has become our flesh, but that we have internalized the consequences of our own
biotechnologies. Our first human ancestors placed themselvesin the dow oven that we call society,
carefully dressed themsel ves with the seasoning that we call culture, and set their Sghts firmly upon that
perfect combination of manufactured tastesthat we call civilization.

“You and | arefortunate, my friends, to have lived in interesting times—not because we have
witnessed the imbecilic wars and witch-hunts whose casudty lists | am about to join, but because we
have been present at the dawn of anew erain human nutrition: the eraof nutritive augmentation. Just as
the clothes we wear nowadays are active ass stants in the business of waste management, patiently
absorbing dl the organic byproducts of which the body must berid, so thefood we shal et in future will
be active within our bodies. The foodstuffs of tomorrow will not smply be broken down into the
elementary building blocks of our resdent metabolism; they will work within usin far more ambitious
ways, to equip our flesh with new fortitude and new versatility. | havetried, in my own humbleway, to
make some beginnings of thiskind. | promise you, my friends, that you will be better off for the medl you
have eaten this evening in more ways than you had anticipated. Even before | learned that it would be my
last | had determined to excel mysdlf, and when | learned of my betrayal, | increased my efforts. The
effectswill, | fear, be subtle, but | hope that they will be detectable long after the congtituents of any
ordinary mea would have been thoroughly digested, excreted, and evacuated. | hope that they will help
you to remember me, and to remember me kindly. Thank you al—and farewell.”

He made histour of the room then. There must have been camcordersin the building, and | dare say
that three out of every five diners probably had digital cameras secreted somewhere about their persons,
but no one attempted to take pictures. It was an essentialy private and persona occasion. To makea
record of it would have been too closdly akin to admitting the loathsome paparazzi.

When Jerome came to take my hand in his| knew that fate had aready spoiled my grand plan—how
could | possibly proposeto Tamaranow?—but | dso knew that hewas not at dl to blame. | tried my
utmost to keep the tearsfrom my eyesas| gripped hisfingers and thanked him profusdly for everything
that he had done for me and for the world, but I’m not sure that | succeeded.

Tamaracertainly didn’t: Had it not been for her smart foundation her cheeks would have been
streaming when she whispered: “Maestro!” and alowed him to kiss her naked hand. “Y ou will return,”
shesad. “I know it! Thousands, if not millions, will seetoit that the ban will belifted. Trimachio’ swill
open again, and athousand years of glorious evolution will begin! We shall not rest until the population of
the wholeworld is convert to our cause.”

“Thank you, my child,” hesaid.

The officersfrom New Scotland Y ard had dready arrived by then, but they waited dutifully until



Jerome had completed his circuit before they led him away.

| left it until the following Saturday to ask Tamarato marry me. Sherefused. | had fdt fairly sure that
shewould, just as| had felt fairly sure that she would have accepted if | had been able to seize the more
propitious moment. Nothing | could say aweek after Jerome’ s arrest made any difference. When | told
her, in frank desperation, that | had booked into aHarley Street sex clinic to have the full
treatment—tongue as well as penis—she merely shrugged her shoulders.

“In Mexico,” she pointed out, “pioneers are dready busy converting the semen of rich Americans
into what Jerome cadled anutritive augmentation. What use are mere playthings when possibilitieslike that
are vishle on the horizon? How many times have you heard me argue that marriageisirrdlevantina
world like ours, when ectogenesis will soon relieve the womb of itsrole in the reproductive process, and
dietitians will make surethat dl children are raised successfully? It' s not you, Ben—you know perfectly
well that I’ ve turned down others. | love you dearly, even though you are so absurdly ol d-fashioned—but
| couldn’t loveyou half asmuchiif | didn’t love theideds of progress even more.”

Shewasright, according to her own lights. | was old-fashioned, perhaps to the point of quaintnessif
not absurdity. | fill an—and | see nothing wrong with it. Such things are amatter of taste, after al, and
the world would surdly be apoorer place if we couldn’t take some pride in the arbitrary idiosyncrasies
and mannerismsthat form our individua persondlities.

Tamaraand | remained good friends, but it wasinevitable that we eventualy drifted gpart. In the end,
| married Monica, and | till think that the marriage was reasonably successful, within its limitations. We
both grew out of it, but that doesn’t mean that it has to be reckoned afailure.

Thelast med ever served in Trimalchio’ sdid leave the kind of lasting impression that Jerome had
hoped. The antis were outraged when they heard what he’ d done, and the tabloids were full of scare
goriesfor months afterward about our having dined on “living food” and “living wine’ that would “devour
our inner being” aswe struggled to digest it, but it wasn't like that at dl. The active cells could have been
flushed out of our dimentary candsin five minutesif we d cared to ask our doctorsto flush them but, so
far as| know, not asingle person who was at Trimalchio'sthat night even went so far asto take advice
from aGP. We had faith in Jerome, you see. We trusted him not to harm us, and we were confident that
if the active cells—which weren't redly any more“aive’ than anew set of Marks & Spencer
underwear—had any perceptible effect at dl, it would definitely be beneficid.

| was dways pretty fit, but | think I’ ve been even hedlthier since | ate that meal. | know there smore
of aspring in my step, more zest for life. I'm more confident, too. It'samost asif aweight that | didn’t
even know | was carrying had been lifted from my shoulders.

All that’sabit vague, | know, but there are some specifics| can point to. I'm no longer dlergic to
mussels, and I’ ve developed quite a partiality to locustsin bitter chocolate. I’ ve doubled my bench-press
record and I’ ve knocked five seconds off my best time for 1,500 kilometers. I'm aso becoming far more
adventurous. As soon asthe divorce settlement has been formalized—assuming that it doesn't proveto
be too ruinous—I"m thinking of taking alittletrip to Mexico. If fate has decreed that I'm to be aswinging
snglefor therest of my life, | might aswell try to make the most of the opportunities.

If al goeswell, the only thing I’ ll need to make my future happiness completeisfor Trimalchio' sto
re-open. Maybe | haven’t been as active in that cause as| ought to have been, but I’ ve never been the
zedot type, and | figurethat | did my bit smply by taking Tamarato the restaurant. It’ s rather ironic that
if it hadn’t been for my botched proposal plan, the movement would lack its most brilliant leading light.

Anyhow, with or without my help, that’ s bound to happen soon. The old world isaready dead; it's
merely amatter of waiting for the enemies of progressto admit that it' s high time for the new oneto

begin.

Tuberculosis Bacteria Join UN
JOAN SLONCZEWSKI



Joan Sonczewski is a Professor of Biology at Kenyon College in Gambier, Ohio, and a first class
writer of hard science fiction. She currently has her third six-figure NSF grant to investigate E.
coli , and warns us to stay away from petting zoos this year, the latest vector. Her many
accomplishments and bibliography are detailed on her Web site

(http: //Amwmww2.kenyon.edu/depts/biol ogy/slonc/slonc.htm). In SF, sheis best known for her second
novel, A Door into Ocean (1987), the first of her Elysium novels—others to date include Daughter
of Elysium (1993), The Children Star (1998), and Brain Plague (2000). She has published only one
previous short story.

“Tuberculosis Bacteria Join UN” isa*® bigidea” hard SF story, cast in the form of a fake
news article. The big idea is intelligent microbes, also exploited differently and at length in Bran
Pague . It is another sample of the series published in Nature in 2000 (see Brin, Ford, Ward, €t.
al.).

A milestone in microbiology was passed today (29 June) when Mycobacterium tuberculosSis sp .
cyberneticum was voted full membership of the United Nations (UN).

Seena Gonzalez, director of the World Hedth Organization (WHO), reflected on the significance of
the UN'’ s acceptance of thefirst cybermicrobe, despite the notoriously murderous history of its ancestral
species. “It' s probably true that bacteriainvented mass homicide,” she concedes, “ but then,
second-millennid humans perfected the art. If Stalin joined the UN, why not TB?’

The evolution of microscopic intelligence was predicted at the turn of the millennium by Beowul f
Schumacher, aphysics professor at asmal collegein rural North America surrounded by cows carrying
Escherichiacoli. Schumacher predicted the devel opment of nanocomputers with computationa elements
on an atomic scale, based on principles of cdlular automata.

Thefirst nanobots—primitive by today’ s standards— were used to navigate the human bloodstream,
where they cleaned up arteria plague, produced insulin for diabetics, detected precancerous cells, and
modulated neurotransmittersto correct menta disorders. But initidly, the surviva of nanobotsin vivo was
poor, and their failure caused serious circulatory problems.

Then, in 2441, investigators at the Howard Hughes Martian Microbid Ingtitute hit upon the idea of
building computational macromoleculesinto the genomes of pathogens known for their ability to infiltrate
the human system. After all, the use of pathogens such as adenovirusand HIV as recombinant vectors
was ancient history. Why not build supercomputersinto some of humankind’ s most successful
pathogens?

M. tuberculos's was a prime candidate—it inhabits the human lungs for decades, in theideal position
to seek and destroy any pulmonary cells transformed by inhaed carcinogens. Tobacco companies
poured billions of dollarsinto devel oping cyberneticaly enhanced, cancer-sniffing TB.

What no one anticipated was that the enhanced bacteria, like so many macroscae robotic entitiesin
the past century, would devel op self-awareness and discover atrue brotherly love of their human hogts.
“Let’'sfaceit,” saysaTB spokesclone, “we never redly wanted to kill humans anyway. Our ancestors
inhabited humans peacefully most of the time, for hundreds of generations. Occasionaly we messed up
and trashed our environment—but how many human nations haven't?’

TB’ s acceptance has been met with some controversy in the bacterid community. In particular, some
isolates of E. coli K-12 fed miffed that their own request for membership was not granted first. “ E. coli

has always been the molecular biologist’ s best friend,” K-12 points out. “Why weren’t we accepted
firg? Wedidn't even get our genome sequenced firdt. Lifeisunfair.”

K-12 aso noted that E. coli and other human commensals have suffered centuries of abuse from their
hosts, as medica and research ingtitutions conducted mass daughter of harmless bacteriathrough the
indiscriminate application of antibiotics. The North American Nationa Ingtitutes of Health has recently
signed atreaty with severa cybermicrobia species, in which the ingtitute researchers promised to respect
the independence and survival rights of cybermicrobia colonies. “ Thank goodness the sun finaly set upon



their colonia empire,” K-12 observes pointedly.

On the positive Side, the Nationa Science Foundation (NSF) was applauded for its more benevolent
approach over the centuries, even declining to support medically oriented antimicrobial research. “NSF's
curiosity-driven researchers have created wonderful new strains of curious microbes,” comments veteran
panellist Meheret Beck. “The grant proposals submitted by these microbes often get rated as ‘ Out-
ganding.” ”

One such outstanding project isthat of cyber-Helicobacter. The gastric bacteria propose to engineer
themselvesto convert highly caloric foodsinto molecules that pass undigested through theintestinal tract,
thus heping their human hosts avoid excessive weight gain. “ Of course, digestive microbes have long
hel ped animal hosts accomplish the opposite,” notes Beck.

Biomedica researchersremind us, however, that not al microbes have given up their war on
humans—many deadly species remain unreconstructed. The so-caled Andromedadtrain, for example, is
dill under the sway of an unstable dictator who vacillates between homicida frenzy and paranoid
isolaion.

Neverthdess, the extraordinary flowering of democratic civilization among cybermicrobes haswon
the admiration of many human nations, even those who themsalves still decline UN membership. As
Swiss spokesbeing Ursula Friedli observes: “Microbes, unlike their metazoan relatives, have aways
eschewed centralized organization in favour of more democratic cooperative structures such as biofilms.
We Swiss can rdate to that.” Friedli, however, denies rumours that the cybermicrobes example will
findly convince Switzerland to join the UN. “Maybe after the Alzheimer prion joins, we' ll consider it,”
she admits. “But for now, persecuted microbes seeking refuge from WHO can apply for asylum in our
neutral country.”

Our Mortal Span
HOWARD WALDROP

Howard Waldrop is an extraordinary writer of SF and fantasy, an original in a field of pinnacle
originals, situated somewhere among Avram Davidson (a writer of almost suicidal principles),
RA. Lafferty (a brilliant stylist respected by his peers), and Philip K. Dick (especially his
generosity and legendary poverty) in the pantheon of weirdest heroes. Eileen Gunn says, on
Waldrop’'s Web site (www.sff.net/people/Waldrop): “ Amid such celebrity, Waldrop himself
continues to live below poverty level, volunteering for a top secret study that helped determine the
nutritional limits of using integrity as hamburger helper.” Waldrop is also famous as a
reader/performer of his own works. When he reads aloud, the roomis packed. Hisreal fameis
based on his quirky, intelligent, charming short stories. The bulk of his early stories are reprinted
in three collections, Howard Who? (1986), All About Srange Monsters of the Recent Past: Neat
Sories (1987), and Night of the Cooters. More Neat Stories (1991).

“Our Mortal Span” was published in a collection of re-told fairy tales, Black Heart, Ivory
Bones, edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling, which was perhaps the best fantasy anthology
of the year. As it happens, this story is an SF adaptation taking off from the story of the Three
Billy-Goats Gruff, set in a children’s theme park, and has the usual Wal- drop careful
management of tone, surprises, and moments of recognition.

Trip-trap! Trip-trap!

“Who'sthat on MY—" skeezwhirr—govva grome—fibonacci curve—shipsthat parseinthe
night—yes | said yes| will yes—firgt with the most men—these foolish things— taking the edge of the
knife dowly ped the mesenterum and any fatty tissue—a Declaration no less than the Rights of Man—an
Iron Curtain has descended—I f—platyrhincocephaian—TM 1341 Mask M17A1 Protective Chemical



and Biologica—M other, where are you Mother? Mother? —

And now, | know everything.

| know that everything bigger than me, here, isahologram, aproduct of coherent light inan
interference pattern on the medium of the air.

Therefore anything bigger than meisnot redl.

Asfor the automaton of agoat out there, we' |l soon see.

| have three heads. | am the one in the middle. The other two can grimace and roll their eyesand [l
their tongues, but they have no input. | am the onein the middle. | can see and think (before the surge of
power and the wonderful download of knowledge, it had been only in arudimentary manner through a
loose routine). One of the heads, the one on the right, has two high fringes of hair kinked around each
temple, and abig nose. The one on the left has abroad idiot’ sface and ahead of short stubble. | havea
face somewhat more normal than the left, and hair that hangsin abowl-cut down amost into my eyes. (I
am seeing mysdlf through maintenance specs.) | am dressed in aloose leather (actualy plagtic) tunic that
hangs down below my knees. There are decorative laces halfway up the front. It hasawide (real) lesther
belt. My feet (two) are shod in shapeless leather; my two arms hang at my sSides.

Below my feet are the rods that hold mein position for the playlet we perform. | bend down and
break them off, one not cleanly, so that when | walk my right leg islonger than theleft. It givesme ajerky
gait.

| am three meterstall.

The smallest automaton waits hafway out on the span. The crowd oohs and ahhsas| climb up over
the timbers and step out onto the pathway. The medium and larger automata await their cues farther
back.

My presenceisnot in the small goat’ sroutine. It goesto its next cue.

“Oh, no, please!” it saysin ahigh small voice (recorded by a Japanese-American voice actor three
years ago 714 kilometersfrom here). “1 am very small. Don't eat me!”

| reach down and pull off its head and stuff it in my mouth. Springs, wires, and small motors drop out
of my face from my mouth (asmall opening with no ingressto my chest cavity).

“—you want to eat—" saysits synthesizer before | chew down hard enough to crushiit.

The four legs and body of the small goat stand in a spreading pool of lubricants and hydraulics. It
triesto go through the motions of its part and then is ill.

The other two, not recognizing cues, return to their starting sations, where wewait whilethe park is
closed (2350-0600 each cycle) when we undergo maintenance.

| turn to the 151 people out in the viewing area.

“Rahr!” | say. “Ya” (That isleft from my old programming.) | jump down from the bridge into the
shdlow rivulet beneath the bridge (surely no structure so sturdy and huge was ever built to span such a
mesger trickle), splashing water on the nearest in the audience.

They redize something isvery out of the ordinary.

“Ya” | ydl. “Rahr!” They run over each other, over themsalves, rolling, screaming, through the doors
at theends of theramps. “Wait! Don't go!” | say. “I have something to tell you.”

One of the uniformed tour guides waks over, opens a box and throws an emergency switch. The
power and lights go out. Everything elseistill and quiet, except for her breething, asigh of relief.

“Rahr!” | say, coming toward her over the viewing area parapet, like the bear-habitat of azoo.

She screams and runs up the ramp.

The maintenance people refer to me as Lermokerl the Troll.

| will show you atroll.

The placeiscalled Story Book Land, and it is atheme park. The theme is supposed to be Fairy
Tdes, but of course humans have never differentiated among Fairy Taes, Nursery Rhymes, Folk Tales,
and Anima Fables, so this park isamixture of them dl.



We perform small playlets of suffering, loss, and aspirations to marrying the King' s daughter, killing
the giant to get hisgold, or to wed the Prince because you have no corns on your feet, even though you
work as adrudge and scullery maid, barefoot. Some are ingtructive—the Old Woman Who Livesin the
Shoe ddiversasmall birth-control lecture; the Fox—with the impersonated voice of a character actor
dead five decades—tells small children that, perhaps, indeed, the grapes were worth having, and you
should never give up trying for what you redly Redly wart.

Weareatravel degtination in an age when no one hasto travel anymore. The same experience can
and has been put on disks and hologrammed, hi-deffed and sold in the high millionsin these days when
slinginthebillionsis consdered hedthy.

Humans come because they want to give themsaves and their chil-dren aRed Experience of trave,
sghts, some open air; to experience crankiness, delay, adim sort of commercia enlightenment, perhapsa
reminder of their own child-hoods.

This| am willing to provide. Child-hoods used to be nightmares of disease, desth, wolves, bogies,
and deceit, and il arein small parts of theworld.

But not for the people who come here.

| am an actor (in the broadest sense). And now, for my greatest performance. ..

Outside, in the sun, things are placid. The crowd, which had rushed out, seemsto have dispersed, or
be standing in knotsfar avay. A few of the whedled maintenance and security vehiclesare coming
toward the areafrom thelocal control shop, in no hurry. | scan my maps and take off up the tumbled
fake-rock sdes of thelow building that houses our playlet. Thereisametallic scraping each time my right
foot strikes, thejagged rod cutting into the surface. Then | am up and over alow wall into the next area.

Humans sare a me. | stride dong, clanging, towering over them. But they are used to thingsin
costume among them. They will be eating at a concession area, and aweasdl, wearing a sword and cape,
will walk up and say, “Pick acard, any card,” fanning adeck before them.

Some go dong; some say, “I'mtired and I’'mtrying to eat” (which they do, inordinately, on acdorie
intake/expenditure scae) and wave them away. Some are costumed humans, the jobs with the lowest
sdariesa Story Book Land. Others are automata with alimited routine, confined to asmal area, but
fully mohile, and can respond to humansin many languages.

| jar dong. | am heading for the big Danish-style house ahead.

Somebody hasto answer for dl this.

The audience has just left, and he has settled back in the rocking chair, and placed the scissors and
pieces of bright paper on the somnoe beside the daybed. Heis dressed of the 1850s. smoking jacket,
waistcoat, large necktie, stiff tall separate collar. A frock coat hangs on apeg, atop hat on the shelf
aboveit. Thelibrary cases behind him are filled with fake book-spines. A fase whae-oil lamp glows
behind him. There are packed trunks stacked in the corner, topped by a coil of rope that could hold a
ship a anchor.

Heis gaunt, long-nosed, with craggy brows, thewrong lips, large ears. Helookslike the very late
actor George Arliss (Academy Award ® 1929); he looks nothing like the late actor Danny Kaye.

Hisplaylet ishomey, quiet. Heinvites the audience in; he tellsthem of hislife. Ashetalks he cutswith
the scissors the bright paper: “Then | wrote the tale of the Princess and the Pea,” hewill say, moving the
scissors more and out jumps a silhouette of abed, apile of mattresses, aprincess at the top, and so on
and so forth, and then he tellsthem ashort tale (not “ The Snow Queen™).

He seesme. My two outer heads glower at him.

“Itisnot timefor another performance, my littlefriend,” he says. “ Please come back at the scheduled
time”

“Timetoligen,” | say.

“The performance schedule has not been increased. | am on aregular sche—"

| hit him two or three times. The chair rocks sideways from the blows. “Y our voice was done by a
German, not aDane,” | say. Thereisawhining sound and aclick. He picks up the scissors, cuts at the
brightly colored paper.



“It was one very bad autumn,” he says, “and my life no better. And then, inthe middle of it, anidea
suddenly came to me while watching some ducks—"

“Seel” | said. “That'salieright there. Youlied to them dl your life. It was't fall, it was summer; it
wasn't ducks, it was geese. And the story’ salie, too.”

Hewastaking dl thistime, and opened the paper—aline of white ducks and in the center a black
one—“And that’show | wrote ‘ The Ugly Duckling.” ”

“No,” | said. “No! Ugly once, ugly al your lifel” | took him apart. “We re taking people here, not
waterfowl.” Therodsto the chair continued to rock in their groovesin thefloor. | smashed the chair, too.

One hand, clutching the scissors, continued to cut until the fluid ran out, though there was no paper
nearby.

| went outside. A maintenance man stood with a set of controls. Beside him was a security man,
who, | saw, had afirearm of the revolving cylinder type strapped to hiswaist.

“Do you know who | am?’ asked the maintenance technician, pointing to hisuniform.

“Maintenance,” | said. “Maintain your distance.”

“Stop!” he said. He pushed buttons on the control box in his hands. | grabbed it from him, pushed
them in the reverse sequence just as | felt some dight shutting-down of my systems. They came back up.
| looked at the frequency display; twisted it to a counter-frequency, turned it al the way to full. Across
theway, arat automaton jumped into the air, flung itself violently about and ran and smashed its head into
aphoto stand. | heard other noises from around the park. Then | broke the box.

The security man pointed the firearm up at my chest. He had probably not had to use one since the
training range the week after hewas hired, but | had no doubt he would useit; not using it meant no
paycheck.

“Don’t you understand I’'m doing thisfor you?’ | said. | grabbed hiswrist and pulled the firearm and
onefinger away fromit. Thefinger spun out of sight. Heyelled, “Goddamn it to hell, you asshole!”
(ingppropriate) and sank to the ground, clutching his hand. | took the firearm and | eft.

| could see other security people herding the crowds out, and announcements came from the very air,
telling the people that the park would have to shut down for ashort while, but they could al go to Area
D-1, the secured area, where they would be entertained by the Wild Weasdl Quintet + Two.

It was atwo-story chalet, more Swiss than German. (German chaet is an oxymoron.) Two
automata, circa 1840, German, brothers, sat at facing desks heaped high with manuscripts, books, old
shirts, astrolabes, maps, and ink-stands.

| came through the window, bringing it with me.

“Vadtiss...?" asked the bigger one.

“Himmd...!” ydled the smdler.

| went about my work with great skill. * Pure German Kin dermarchen !” | said, putting afoot where
amouth belonged. “The old woman who told you those was French ! And she was an in-law, not some
toothless hag from the Black Forest! Hansel and Gretdl. Blueprints for the Kaisersand Hitler!” 1 pulled
the chest and waistcoat from the smaller and put them with the larger one' slegs.

| stood when | was through, ducking the ceiling. | took an inkstand, dipped my finger init. Fake. |
picked up a piece of necktie, dabbed it in hydraulic fluid, and wrote onthewalls: LIESALL LIES.

Then | took a short cut.

“But—But, monsieur—" he said, before | caved in the soft French face. “1 am but apoor aristo,
falen on bad times, who must tell these tales— geech!” An eye came out on its spring-loader. * Perhaps
some peppermint tea, amadeleine? SKKR!”

Then the head came off. Then thearms and legs.

Except for the scream of sirens, the park was quiet. | could hear all the exhibits shut down.

When | got to Old Mother Goose (the New England one) they were waiting for me.

| threw the empty revolving-cylinder firearm behind me. | picked up a couple more of varied kinds



that had been dropped. One was a semiautomatic gas recoil weapon fed by astraight magazine with
twenty-two roundsiniit.

“Run!” | said. “I'm down on liars, and shan't be buckled till | get my fill!”

| turned around and fired into the head of Mother Goose. She went down like a sack of cornmed.

| stood in the bower where the girl held her head in her hands and cried. Thisisthe one who haslost
her sheep, as opposed to the one whose sheep followed it to school (not anursery rhyme). She seemed
obliviousto me.

A vibration camein theair, asubtle eectronic change. | fet atingle asit went through the park. It
was asmdl changein programming; new commands and routinesfor al but me. They had begun to
narrow my possibilitiesand actions; | could tell that without knowing.

Shelooked up a me, and up. “ Oh! There you are. Oh, boo hoo, my sheep have al wandered off,
and | don’'t know—"

“Spareme, Sgter.”

There was aclick then and her speaking voice changed, awo-man’s, cool and controlled.

“TA 2122, she said. “Or do you prefer Lermokerl?’

“It'syour nickd,” | said (locd telephonic communications = .65 Eurodollars).

“Y our programming has been scrambled and shortcircuited. Please remain where you are whilewe
work onit. We want to help you—" There were muffled comments over the automaton’ s synthesizer,
evidently live feed from headquarters. “—return to normal. Y ou have aready damaged severa people
and other autonomous beings, probably yoursdf dso. We are trying to solve the problem.”

“Perform an anatomical impossibility,” | said.

Therewasalong quiet.

“Y ou had an infodump of avery large body of very bad, outdated ideas. Y ou have been led to these
acts by poorly processed normative referents. Y our inputs are false. Y ou can’t know—"

“Can the phenomenology,” | said. “1 know the literature and the movies. Alphaville. Dark Star. Every
Man for Himsdlf and God Againgt All.” There was movement afew hundred metersaway. | fired a
round off in that direction.

“Y ou should be ashamed,” | continued. “Y ou use these cultura iconsto give peopleamedievd,
never-land mindset. Strive to succeed, get rich, get happy. Do what authority figures say. Bea
trickster—but only to the dumb-powerful, not the smart-powerful. Do what they say and someday you,
too, shdl beared boy, or grow apenis’ (another false mind-set).

Through Bo-Peep she spoketo me. “I didn’t make this stuff up. This, thesetales, have along
tradition, thousands of years behind them. They’ ve given comfort, they’ ve—’

“A thousand years of the downtrodden; a product of feudalism; after that, products of money-mad
Denmark, repressed Germany, effete French aristocracy, Cavinistic New England where they thought
the Devil jumped up your butt when you went to the outhouse. There' syour tradition, there's—" | said.

Bo-Peep stood up, looking from one of my heads to the other. She crossed her arms. She said:
“They thought you up.”

| put Bo-Peep in the peep-sight of the semiautomatic weapon and fired.

Then| ran.

There was another, overpowering shift in the programming. | fet it as strongly asif magnets had been
passed across my joints. There was an oppressive fed to the very air itsdf (as humans are supposed to
fed before sorms).

What she had said wastrue. | was product of the download, but before, of the tradition of the tales.
Had | existed in some prefigurement, some redity before the tales? Were there tralls, one-, two-,
three-headed? Did they actually eat goats? Where did they come from? What—

Wait. Wait. Thisisanother way to get a me. They are casting doubt within me, dowing my thinking
and reactions.

| mugt free them from their delusions, so they can givemenone....



Now there are sounds, far away and near. Things are coming toward me. (We have good hearing for
we must hear our cues.) Some come on two feet, some on four or more.

| seethetal ugly giant, higher than the buildings, coming across Story Book Land for me. The trees
part and sway in front of him.

“Fee FH Fo Fum

Me Smel an Automaton
BeHeLiveBeHe Dead

| Eat Up All Three Head.”

He reaches down for me. | am enclosed in ablurred haze. Throughit | see dl the others coming. The
giant issqueezing and squeezing me.

| ignore the hologram giant, though the interference patterns make my vision waver (probably what
they want).

A big wolf lopestoward me. I’ m not sure whether it' s the one who eats the grandma or the one of
thelittle pigs. There are foxes, weasdls, crows.

And the automata of humans. There satailor, with one-hdf apair of shearslikeasword, and a
buckler made from a giant spool; there' s the huntsman (he does double-duty here—he saves Red Riding
Hood and the Grandma and is supposed to bring back the heart of Snow White to the wicked queen).
Heisswinging hisbig knife. Hansd and Gretd’ s parents are there. They al move alittle avkwardly,
unused to the new programming they perform.

They dl stop in alarge circle, menacing me. Then they open the circle at one Side, opposite me.
Beyond, till more are coming.

Thereisasound in theair, awhistling. Coming toward me at the opening isthe Big Billy Goat Gruff,
and the tune he whigtlesis*In the Hall of the Mountain King.” He stops adozen metersfrom me.

“Haveyou ever read Hart Crane s The Bridge 7’ he asks me. “The bridge of the poem linked
continents, the past to the present. Y our bridge linked only rocky soil with good green grass, yet you
denied usthat.”

“You're an automaton. Y ou can't eat grass. The tale denied the goats the grass; thetroll isthe agent
of thetale.” | looked around &t al the others, dl my headsmoving. “Lislentome,” | say. “You'redl
toolsin the hands of an establishment that wants to keep humans bound to old ways of thinking. It
disguisesits control with folktales and stories. Like me. Like you. Join with me. Together, we can smash
it, set humansfree of the past, show them new ways not tied to that dead time.”

They looked a me, still ready to act.

“There are many bridges,” said Big Billy Goat Gruff. “For instance, the Bridge of Sighs. The bridge
over troubled water. The Pope himsdlf isthe Pontifex, from when the high priest of lupiter Maximus kept
al the bridgesin Romein good repair. There sthe eectric bridge effect; without it we' d have no
€lectronic communications whatever. There are bridges that—"

“Shut up with the bridges,” | said. “1 offer you the hand of friendship—together, we, and the thinking
humans, can overthrow the tyranny of dead idess, of—"

“Y ou destroyed Andersen and the Grimms and Perrault,” said Puss-in-Boots, brandishing his sword,
histrophy belt of rats shaking as he moved.

“They are symbols, don’t you see?” | said. “ Symbols of idess that have kept men chained asto a
whed dwaysrolling back downhill!”

“What about Mother Goose?” asked Humpty-Dumpty in his Before-mode.

“And Bo-Peep?’

“It was only aflesh wound,” said avoice, and | saw she had survived, and stood among them,
waving her crook. “Nevertheless he tried. He talks of friendship, but he destroys us.”

“Yeah!”

“Yeeh!”

Whilethey wereyeling, the big billy goat moved closer.



“If you won't join me, then stand out of theway. It' sthem—" | said, pointing in some nebulous
direction. “It'sthem | want to destroy.”

“I got arope,” sad avoicein the crowd. “Who'swith me?’

They started toward me. The big billy goat charged.

| pointed the semiautomeatic weapon toward him, and it was knocked away, dick asaweasdl, by a
weasd. | wasreaching for the revolving-cylinder wegpon when the Big Billy Goat Gruff dammed into
me, knocking meto my knees.

Asl fel, they lunged as one being. | threw off both wolves. The hologram giant was back again,
making it hard to see.

A soldier with oneleg came hopping & me. “Left,” heydled, “Ieft, left, left!” and stuck the bayonet
of hisrifleinthe bald head. | stood back up.

The big goat butted me again, and aso the middle one, and | fell again. The soldier had been thrown
as| stood, with hisrifle and bayonet. A wolf clamped down on my right knee, buckling it. Something had
my left foot, otherstore hair from the right-hand head.

There was atearing sound; thetailor put his shear into my back and made can-opening motionswith
it. | grabbed him and threw him away. The giant’ s blur came back.

A bowl of whey hit me, clattered off. Bo-Pegp’ s saff smashed my |eft eye, putting it out.

Two woodsmen got my other knee, raking at it with abig timber saw. | went down to their level.

| smdl men-dacity.

More and more of them. Theleft head hung loose by aflap of metd and pladtic, eyesralling.

The one-legged soldier stuck the bayonet in theright head. | shoved him off, threw therifle awvay.

Wolves climbed my back, bit the left head off, fell away.

They were going to stick holesin me, and pull things off until | quit moving.

“Wait!” | said. “Wait! Brothers and sisters, why are we fighting?’

| tried to struggle up. The kneesdidn’t function.

| was butted again, poked, saw giant-blur, turned.

Bo-Peep pinned my head down with her crook.

The soldier was back (damn his steadfastness) and rai sed the bayonet point over my good eye.

Peep’s crook twisted up under my nose as the bayonet point started down.

| smell sheep.

Different Kinds of

Dar kness
DAVID LANGFORD

David Langford is the most famous humorous writer in fandom today, and is another ex-physicist
(see David Brin, page 35). Heis an occasional reviewer for SFX and for The New Scientist, and
The New Y ork Review of Science Fiction. He publishes the fanzine Angble, the tabloid newspaper
of SF and fandom (which wins Hugo Awards, and is also excerpted as a monthly column in
Interzone and online: www.dcs.gla.ac.uk/SF-archives/Ansible). His fan writings have been
collected in Let'sHear It for the Deaf Man (Langford is deaf). He is also the author of several
books of nonfiction and a hard science fiction novel, The Space Eater. In recent years, he has been
publishing a steady string of impressive SF short stories, a couple of which have appeared in
previous Year’s Best volumesin this series. A few sentences from his CV are relevant to this story,
which has weapons resear ch deeply embedded in its background: “ Brasenose College, Oxford. BA
(Hons) in Physics 1974, MA 1978. Weapons physicist at Atomic Weapons Resear ch Establishment,
Aldermaston, Berkshire, from 1975 to 1980. Freelance author, editor and consultant ever since.”



“ Different Kinds of Darkness’ appeared in Fantasy & Science Fiction and is hard S about
mathematics and new kinds of weapons, their use and misuse. It is wonderful and scary, eerily
plausible.

It was dways dark outside the windows. Parents and teachers sometimes said vaguely that thiswas al
because of Deep Green terrorists, but Jonathan thought there was more to the story. The other members
of the Shudder Club agreed.

The dark beyond the window-glass a home, a school and on the school bus was the second kind of
darkness. Y ou could often see alittle bit in thefirst kind, the ordinary kind, and of course you could dice
through it with atorch. The second sort of darkness was utter black, and not even the brightest electric
torch showed avisible beam or lit anything up. Whenever Jonathan watched hisfriendswalk out through
the school door ahead of him, it was as though they stepped into asolid black wall. But when he
followed them and felt blindly along the handrail to where the homeward bus would be waiting, there was
nothing around him but empty air. Black air.

Sometimes you found these super-dark placesindoors. Right now Jonathan was edging his way
down ablack corridor, one of the school’ s no-go areas. Officialy he was supposed to be outside,
mucking around for abreak period in the high-walled playground where (oddly enough) it wasn't dark at
all and you could see the sky overhead. Of course, outdoors was no place for the dread secret initiations
of the Shudder Club.

Jonathan stepped out on the far side of the corridor’ sinkydark section, and quietly opened the door
of thelittle storeroom they’ d found two terms ago. Inside, the air waswarm, dusty and stale. A bare
light-bulb hung from the celling. The others were aready there, sitting on boxes of paper and stacks of
battered textbooks.

“You'relate,” chorused Gary, Julie and Khdid. The new candidate Heather just pushed back long
blonde hair and amiled, adightly strained amile.

“Someone hasto belast,” said Jonathan. The words had become part of theritud, like a secret
password that proved that the last one to arrive wasn’t an outsider or aspy. Of course they al knew
each other, but imagine a spy who was amaster of disguise....

Khalid solemnly held up an innocent-looking ring-binder. That was his privilege. The Club had been
hisides, after he’ d found the bogey picture that someone had left behind in the school photocopier.
Maybe he' d read too many stories about ordeals and secret initiations. When you' d ssumbled on such a
splendid orded, you smply had to invent a secret society to useit.

“We are the Shudder Club,” Khalid intoned. “We are the oneswho can takeit. Twenty seconds.”

Jonathan’ s eyebrows went up. Twenty seconds was serious. Gary, the fat boy of the gang, just
nodded and concentrated on hiswatch. Khalid opened the binder and stared at the thing inside.
“One...two...three..."

He dmost madeit. It was past the seventeen-second mark when Khalid' s hands started to twitch
and shudder, and then hisarms. He dropped the book, and Gary gave him afina count of eighteen.
There was a pause while Khalid overcame the shakes and pulled himself together, and then they
congratulated him on anew record.

Julie and Gary weren't fedling so ambitious, and opted for ten-second ordeals. They both got
through, though by the count of ten she wasterribly white in the face and he was sweating greet drops.
So Jonathan felt he had to say ten aswell.

“You sure, Jon?’ said Gary. “Last time you were on eight. No need to push it today.”

Jonathan quoted the ritual words, “We are the oneswho can takeit,” and took the ring-binder from
Gay. “Ten.”

In between times, you always forgot exactly what the bogey picture looked like. It aways seemed
new. It was an abstract black-and-white pattern, swirly and flickery like one of those old Op Art
designs. The shape was dmogt pretty until the whole thing got into your head with ashock of connection
like touching a high-voltage wire. It messed with your eyesght. It messed with your brain. Jonathan felt



violent gtatic behind hiseyes...an dectricd storm raging somewherein there... ingtant fever snging
through the blood. .. muscles locking and unlocking... and oh dear God had Gary only counted four?

He held on somehow, forcing himsalf to keep still when every part of him wanted to twitchin
different directions. The dazzle of the bogey picture was fading behind anew kind of darkness, ashadow
ingde hiseyes, and he knew with dreadful certainty that he was going to faint or be sck or both. He gave
in and shut hiseyesjust as, unbelievably and after what had seemed like years, the count reached ten.

Jonathan felt too limp and drained to pay much attention as Heather came close—but not close
enough—to the five seconds you needed to be afull member of the Club. She blotted her eyeswith a
violently trembling hand. She was sure she d makeit next time. And then Khalid closed the meeting with
the quotation he' d found somewhere: “That which does not kill us, makes us stronger.”

School was a place where mostly they taught you stuff that had nothing to do with the real world.
Jonathan secretly reckoned that quadratic equationsjust didn’t ever happen outside the classroom. So it
came as a surprise to the Club when things started getting interesting in, of al places, amaths class.

Mr. Whitcutt was quite old, somewhere between grandfather and retirement age, and didn’t mind
draying away from the officid maths course oncein awhile. Y ou had to lure him with the right kind of
guestion. Little Harry Steen—the chess and wargames fanatic of the class, and under consideration for
the Club—scored a brilliant success by asking about anewsitem he’ d heard at home. It was something
to do with “mathwar,” and terrorists using things called blits.

“I actualy knew Vernon Berryman dightly,” said Mr. Whitcutt, which didn’'t seem at al promising.
But it got better. “He sthe B in blit, you know: B-L-I-T, the Berryman Logica Imaging Technique, ashe
cdled it. Very advanced mathematics. Over your heads, probably. Back in thefirst half of the twentieth
century, two great mathematicians called Gode and Turing proved theoremswhich...um. Well, one way
of looking at it isthat mathematics is booby-trapped. For any computer at all, there are certain problems
that will crash it and stop it dead.”

HAdf the class nodded knowingly. Their homemade computer programs so often did exactly that.

“Berryman was another brilliant man, and an incredibleidiot. Right a the end of the twentieth
century, he said to himsdlf, “What if there are problems that crash the human brain? And he went out
and found one, and came up with hiswretched ‘imaging technique’ that makesit a problem you can't
ignore. Just looking a aBLIT pattern, letting it in through your optic nerves, can stop your brain.” A click
of old, knotty fingers. “Likethat.”

Jonathan and the Club looked sidelong at each other. They knew something about staring at strange
images. It was Harry, delighted to have stolen dl thistime from boring old trig., who stuck hishand up
firgt. “Er, did this Berryman look at his own pattern, then?’

Mr. Whitcutt gave agloomy nod. “The story isthat he did. By accident, and it killed him stone dead.
It sironic. For centuries, people had been writing ghost stories about things so awful that just looking at
them makes you die of fright. And then a mathemeatician, working in the purest and most abstract of al
the sciences, goes and bringsthe storiesto life....”

He grumbled on about BLIT terrorists like the Degp Greens, who didn’t need guns and
explosves—just aphotocopier, or astencil that let them spray deadly graffiti on walls. According to
Whitcutt, TV broadcasts used to go out “live,” not taped, until the notorious activist Tee Zero broke into
aBBC studio and showed the camerasaBLIT known asthe Parrot. Millions had died. It wasn't safeto
look a anything these days.

Jonathan had to ask. “ So the, um, the specia kind of dark outdoorsisto stop people seeing stuff like
that?’

“Well... yes, in effect that’ squiteright.” The old teacher rubbed his chin for amoment. “They brief
you about dl that when you'realittle older. It'sabit of acomplicated issue...Ah, another question?’

It was Khalid who had his hand up. With an elaborate lack of interest that struck Jonathan as
desperately unconvincing, hesaid, “Aredl these BLIT things, er, redlly dangerous, or are there ones that
just jolt you abit?’

Mr. Whitcutt looked at him hard for very nearly the length of abeginner’sordedl. Then he turned to



the whiteboard with its scrawled triangles. “ Quite. As| was saying, the cosine of an angleis defined...”

Thefour members of theinner circle had drifted casualy together in their specid corner of the
outdoor play area, by the dirty climbing frame that no one ever used. “ So we' reterrorists,” said Julie
cheerfully. “We should give oursaves up to the police”

“No, our picture sdifferent,” Gary said. “It doesn't kill people, it...”

A chorusof four voices. “...makes us stronger.”

Jonathan said, “What do Deep Greensterrorize about? | mean, what don't they like?’

“I think it'shiochips,” Khalid said uncertainly. “ Tiny computersfor building into people' sheads. They
say it sunnaturd, or something. Therewas abit about it in one of those old issues of New Scientist inthe
lab.”

“Begood for exams,” Jonathan suggested. “But you can't take ca culators into the exam room.
‘Everyone with abiochip, please leave your head at the door.” ”

They dl laughed, but Jonathan felt atiny shiver of uncertainty, asthough he' d stepped on adair that
wasn't there. “Biochip” sounded very like something he' d overheard in one of his parents’ rare shouting
matches. And he was pretty sure he'd heard “ unnatural” too. Please don’t let Mum and Dad be tangled
up with terrorigts, he thought suddenly. But it wastoo slly. They weren't likethét.. ..

“There was something about control systemstoo,” said Khaid. “Y ou wouldn’t want to be controlled,
Asusud, the chatter soon went off in anew direction, or rather an old one: the walls of type-two
darkness that the school used to mark off-limits areas like the corridor leading to the old storeroom. The
Club were curious about how it worked, and had done some experiments. Some of the things they knew

about the dark and had written down were: Khalid's Vighility Theory , which had been proved by
painful experiment. Dark zones were brilliant hiding placeswhen it cameto hiding from other kids, but
teachers could spot you even through the blackness and tick you off something rotten for being where
you shouldn’'t be. Probably they had some kind of specia detector, but no one had ever seen one.

Jonathan’ s Bus Footnote to Khalid' s discovery was smply that the driver of the school bus certainly
looked asif he was seeing something through the black windscreen. Of course (thiswas Gary’ sidea) the
bus might be computer-guided, with the steering whed turning al by itself and the driver just
pretending—but why should he bother?

Julie sMirror wasthe weirdest thing of dl. Even Julie hadn’t believed it could work, but if you stood
outside atype-two dark place and held amirror just inside (so it looked as though your arm was cut off
by the black wall), you could shine atorch at the place where you couldn’t see the mirror, and the beam
would come bouncing back out of the blacknessto make abright spot on your clothes or thewdl. As
Jonathan pointed out, thiswas how you could have bright patches of sunlight on the floor of aclassroom
whose windows al looked out into protecting darkness. It was akind of dark that light could travel
through but eyesight couldn’t. None of the Optics textbooks said aword about it.

By now, Harry had had his Club invitation and was counting the minutes to hisfirst meeting on
Thursday, two days away. Perhaps he would have some ideas for new experiments when he' d passed
his orded and joined the Club. Harry was extragood a maths and physics.

“Which makesit sort of interesting,” Gary said. “If our picture works by mathslikethose BLIT
things...will Harry be ableto takeit for longer because hisbrain’ s built that way? Or will it be harder
becauseit’s coming on his own wavelength? Sort of thing?”

The Shudder Club reckoned that, athough of course you shouldn’t do experiments on people, this
was aheet ideathat you could argue either sde of. And they did.

Thursday came, and after an eternity of history and double physicsthere was afree period that you
were supposed to spend reading or in computer studies. Nobody knew it would be the Shudderers’ last
initiation, athough Julie— who read heaps of fantasy novels—inssted later that she' d felt al doom-laden
and could sense apowerful reek of wrongness. Julie tended to say thingslike that.

The session in the musty storeroom began pretty well, with Khalid reaching his twenty seconds at



last, Jonathan sailing beyond the count of ten which only afew weeks ago had felt like animpossible
Everest, and (to carefully muted clgpping) Heether findly becoming afull member of the Club. Thenthe
trouble began, as Harry thefirg-timer adjusted hislittle round glasses, set his shoulders, opened the taity
ritua ring-binder, and went rigid. Not twitchy or shuddery, but stiff. He made horrible grunts and
pig-squeds, and fell sideways. Blood trickled from his mouth.

“He shitten histongue,” said Heether. “Oh lord, what’ sfirst aid for biting your tongue?’

At this point the storeroom door opened and Mr. Whitcutt came in. He looked older and sadder. “I
might have known it would be like this.”” Suddenly he turned his eyes sideways and shaded them with one
hand, as though blinded by strong light. “Cover it up. Shut your eyes, Patel, don't look at it, and just
cover that damned thing up.”

Khalid did ashewastold. They helped Harry to hisfeet: he kept saying “ Sorry, sorry,” in athick
voice, and dribbling like avampire with awful table manners. Thelong march through the uncarpeted,
echoey corridorsto the school’ slittle sickroom, and then onward to the Principd’ s office, seemed to go
on for endlessgrim hours.

Ms. Fortmayne the Principa was an iron-gray woman who according to school rumors was kind to
animals but could reduce any pupil to ashes with afew sharp sentences—akind of human BLIT. She
looked across her desk at the Shudder Club for one eternity of amoment, and said sharply: “Whoseidea
wasit?’

Khalid dowly put up abrown hand, but no higher than his shoulder. Jonathan remembered the Three
Musketeers motto, Onefor al and al for one, and said, “It was al of usredly.” So Julie added, “That's
right.”

“I redly don’'t know,” said the Principal, tapping the closed ringbinder thet lay in front of her. “The
single mogt ingdious wegpon on Earth—the information-war equivaent of aneutron bomb—and you
were playing withit. | don't often say that wordsfal me....”

“Someone | €ft it in the photocopier. Here. Downdtairs,” Khalid pointed out.

“Yes. Mistakes do happen.” Her face softened alittle. “ And I’'m getting carried away, because we
do actudly usethat BLIT image as part of alittletalk | have with older children when they’re about to
leave school. They’re exposed to it for just two seconds, with proper medical supervision. Its nickname
isthe Trembler, and some countries use big posters of it for riot control—but not Britain or America,
naturally. Of course you couldn’'t have known that Harry Steen is aborderline epileptic or that the
Trembler would give him afit....”

“I should have guessed sooner,” said Mr. Whitcuit’ s voice from behind the Club. “Y oung Patel blew
the gaff by asking what was either avery intelligent question or avery incriminating one. But I’'m an old
fool who never got used to the idea of aschool being aterrorist target.”

The Principa gave him asharp look. Jonathan felt suddenly dizzy, with thoughts clicking through his
head like one of those workingsin agebrawhere everything goesjust right and you can dmost seethe
answer waiting in the white space at the bottom of the page. What don’t Deep Green terroristslike?
Why are we atarget?

Control systems. Y ou wouldn't want to be controlled.

He blurted: “Biochips. W€ ve got biochip control syslemsin our heads. All uskids. They makethe
darkness somehow. The specid dark where grown-ups can till see.”

There was amoment’ sfrozen silence.

“Go to thetop of the class,” murmured old Whitcuit.

The Principal sighed and seemed to sag in her chair alittle. “There had to be afirst time,” she said
quietly. “Thisiswhat my little lecture to school-leaversis dl about. How you' re specidly privileged
children, how you'’ ve been protected dl your lives by biochipsin your optic nervesthat edit what you can
see. So it dways seems dark in the streets and outside the windows, wherever there might bea BLIT
imagewaiting to kill you. But that kind of darknessisn't reel—except to you. Remember, your parents
had a choice, and they agreed to this protection.”

Minedidn’t both agree, thought Jonathan, remembering an overheard quarrel.

“It'snot fair,” said Gary uncertainly. “It’s doing experiments on people.”



Khaid sad, “And it’snot just protection. There are corridors here indoors that are blacked out, just
to keep us out of places. To control us”

Ms. Fortmayne chose not to hear them. Maybe she had a biochip of her own that stopped rebellious
remarks from getting through. “When you leave school you are given full control over your biochips. You
can choose whether to takerisks... once you' re old enough.”

Jonathan could amost bet that dl five Club members were thinking the same thing: Wheat the hell, we
took our riskswith the Trembler and we got away withiit.

Apparently they had indeed got avay with it, Ssnce when the Principa said “Y ou can go now,” she'd
still mentioned nothing about punishment. As dowly asthey dared, the Club headed back to the
classroom. Whenever they passed side-turnings which werefilled with solid darkness, Jonathan cringed
to think that a.chip behind his eyeswas stedling the light and with different programming could make him
blind to everything, everywhere.

The serioudy nasty thing happened at going-home time, when the caretaker unlocked the school’s
side door as usud while acrowd of pupilsjostied behind him. Jonathan and the Club had pushed their
way amost to the front of the mob. The heavy wooden door swung inward. As usud it opened on the
second kind of darkness, but something bad from the dark camein with it, alarge sheet of paper fixed
with adrawing-pin to the door’ s outer surface and hanging dightly askew. The caretaker glanced at it,
and toppled like aman struck by lightning.

Jonathan didn’t stop to think. He shoved past some smaller kid and grabbed the paper, crumpling it
up frantically. It was dready too late. He' d seen the image there, completely unlike the Trembler yet very
clearly from the sameterrible family, adanted dark shapelike the profile of aperched bird, but with
complications, twirly bits, patternslike fractals, and it hung there blazing in hismind' s eye and wouldn't
9o avay—

—something hard and horrible smashing like arunaway expressinto hisbrain—

—burning faling burning faling— —BLIT. After long and evil dreams of bird-shapesthat stdked
him in darkness, Jonathan found himself lying on a couch, no, abed in the school sickroom. It wasa
aurpriseto be anywhere at dl, after feding hiswholelife crashing into that enormous full stop. He was till
limp al over, too tired to do more than stare at the white celling.

Mr. Whitcutt' sface came dowly into hisfield of vison. “Hello? Hello? Anyoneisthere? He
sounded worried.

“Yes...I'mfine” said Jonathan, not quite truthfully. “ Thank heaven for that. Nurse Baker was
amazed you were dive. Alive and sane seemed like too much to hope for. Well, I'm here to warn you
that you' re ahero. Plucky Boy Saves Fellow Pupils. Y ou'll be surprised how quickly you can get sick of
being called plucky.”

“What wasit, on the door?’

“One of the very bad ones. Called the Parrot, for some reason. Poor old George the caretaker was
dead before he hit the ground. The anti-terrorist squad that came to dispose of that BLIT paper couldn’t
believe you' d survived. Neither could |.”

Jonathan smiled. “I’ ve had practice.”

“Yes. It didn't take that long to redlize Lucy—that is, Ms. Fortmayne—failed to ask you young
hooligans enough questions. So | had another word with your friend Khdid Patd. God in heaven, that
boy can outstare the Trembler for twenty seconds! Adult crowdsfall over in convulsions oncethey’ve
properly, what d'you call it, registered the sight, let it lock in...”

“My record’ sten and ahdf. Nearly elevenredly.”

The old man shook his head wonderingly. “I wish | could say | didn’t believeyou. They'll be
re-assessing the whole biochip protection program. No one ever thought of training young, flexible minds
toresst BLIT attack by asort of vaccination process. If they’ d thought of it, they <till wouldn't have
dared try it...Anyway,Lucy and | had atalk, and we have alittle present for you. They can reprogram
those biochips by radioin notimeat dl, and so—"

He pointed. Jonathan made an effort and turned his head. Through the window, where he' d expected



to seeonly artificia darkness, there was a complication of rosy light and glory that &t first hiseyes
couldn’t takein. A little at atime, assembling itsaf like some kind of hedling opposite to those deadly
patterns, the abstract brilliance of heaven became atown roofscape glowing in arose-red sunset. Even
the chimney-pots and satellite dishes |ooked beautiful. HE d seen sunsets on video, of course, but it
wasn't the same, it was the aching difference between live flame and an eectric fire sdull glare: like so
much of the adult world, the TV screen lied by what it didn’t tell you.

“The other present isfrom your pas. They said they’ re sorry there wasn't time to get anything
better.”

It was asmall, somewhat bent bar of chocolate (Gary dways had afew tucked away), with acard
written in Juli€’ s careful left-doping script and signed by al the Shudder Club. The inscription was, of
course: That which does not kill us, makes us stronger.

New Ice Age,

or Just Cold Feet?
NORMAN SPINRAD
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Orbital Hilton, 14 March 2322. The highly touted First World Conference of Planetary Climatologists
and Climatech Engineers on Globa Cooling broke up in angry chaos on its opening day and fisticuffs
were only averted by the quick action of hotel security staff, who pumped pax gas into the conference
chamber before blows could be struck. It had been hoped that the neutra orbital venue would cam
tempers, but unfortunately this did not prove to be the case.

The conference opened with aspeech by Dr. VIadimir Bunin, chairperson of the Committee of
Concerned Climatol ogists, rehashing the charge that the past three centuries of effort by climatech
engineersto counter the twentieth and twenty-first centuries’ admittedly disastrous greenhouse warming
had proven al too successful, and their meddling, if not speedily countered, was about to bring on anew
iceage.

Bunin contended that the recent unplanned expansion of both polar ice caps, the increasein glaciation
in the northern hemisphere, the return of winter snowfall asfar south as Labrador and Moscow, and the
icebergs Sghted in the Bering Seaand off Tierradd Fuego were not—as the climatech engineers



contend—isolated anomalies, easly corrected by adjustmentsto orbital mirrors and occludersand a
diminished output by cloud-cover generators. Instead, he said, they were aspects of a dangerous globa
pattern leading to anew ice age that would devastate the agricultural bread-baskets of Siberiabaskets of
Siberia, Alaska, Canada and L apland, upon which the Earth’ s 20 billion inhabitants depend.

He demanded the halving of the area of desert covered with mylar mirroring to lower the Earth’'s
abedo and aredeployment of the orbital mirrors now sustaining the Gulf Stream to add more hest to the
atmosphere. But the most heat was generated by his attack on Qwik-grow trees and the forestry
programme.

“Far too many Qwik-grow trees have been planted, and now they are spreading like weeds,
completely out of control,” he declared. “It was one thing to reforest the Amazon basin, the American
plains, the Indonesian archipel ago and Europe while we were still burning fossil fuels, but now that our
energy sources are al solar and thermonuclear, these vast and ever-expanding woodlands have created a
severe aimospheric carbon dioxide deficit that has serioudy diminished the greenhouse effect. Thiscan
only be remedied by areturn to the mass burning of coa or the setting of immense forest
fires—preferably both.”

Thisresulted not only in cries of outrage from the climatech engineer contingent, but the throwing of
plastic coffee bulbs, styli, fruit, and other debrisin hisdirection. Injury was prevented by the zero- g
conditions, which rendered thisfusiliade ineffective, but the frustration only added to theire of the
climatech engineers, and it was agood 20 minutes before enough order could be restored for Hans
Goodkin of Climatech Solutionsto deliver a scathing rebutta.

“Burn coa! Why not bring back the interna combustion engine, and to hell with the ozone layer! Or
better yet, the steam locomotive, and never mind the acid rain! Burn the forests? Why settle for
half-measures? Let’ sjust nuke the trees! And whilewe re at it, why not drop thermonuclear chargesinto
the craters of active volcanoes? The resulting mass eruptions would pump plenty of carbon dioxide back
into the atmosphere and the red-hot lavaflows would really heat things back up! Let’s bring back
Vesuvius and Mount &t. Helens and Krakatoal”

When the booing and hissing subsided, he continued in an even more sarcadtic vein: “ Dissolving the
coral reefswe ve rebuilt would release plenty of carbon dioxide too! And we could melt the ice-caps
from orbit! And replace the mylar mirroring with black ash! After al, if we listen to you people, we'll
have plenty of soot to sparel” Unwilling to wait for the uproar to die down, Goodkin just turned up the
gain on hismicrophoneto overrideit.

“Let Centra Australiaand the Sahara savannah once more become howling deserts—no problem,
their millions of inhabitants can join the rest of the planet’ s new boat-people when the sealevelsriseagain
and the world' s reclaimed coastlands and idands return from whence they came!”

Improvised missiles began to fly again—thistime from the climatologists—or rather drift ineffectualy
in the generd direction of Goodkin in the weightless conference chamber. “ Y ou’ returning the Earth into a
deep freeze to line your own pockets!” someone shouted.

“Y ou climatological Luddite snake-oil salesmen want usto turn it back into a greenhouse oven so
you can make your fortunes salling air-conditionersin Antarctica and ice-boxes to Eskimos!” Goodkin
shouted back.

At which point, the Concerned Climatol ogists attempted to storm the podium, svimming clumsily
towardsit through the air like aschool of dow-motion sharks, and hotel security released the pax gas.

“What do aclimatech engineer, aclimatologi<t, a planet and anymphomaniac havein common?’ a
reporter asked, severa drinkslater, in the bar.

“I’'mafraid you're about to tell us,” groaned another.

“They’ re much easier to heat up than cool down.”

The Devotee
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The whitewall around the house was three to four meters high and free of graffiti, like dl the otherson
the block. Thewrought metal gate was black and looked as though it should’ ve been inscribed with
something from Dante. | could only see one camera, but | didn't fed like wasting time looking for the
others. | stepped out of the car and showed it my wallet. “I' m Nicholas Horne. Two o’ clock
gppointment with Mr. Hill.” 1 even removed my hat and shades, despite the sun; Perth in February isan
inferno, and the ozone hole hasn’t shrunk measurably since the turn of the century. | was glad when a
voicefinally issued forth from a spesker insde the gate. “Y ou’ re expected. Bring the car in.”

“Sure.” The yard was landscaped, flat asapool table, but the house was smaller than | expected,
only one storey. | parked near the front door, which opened as | walked up the ramp towardsit. The
man who greeted me wasn't well dressed enough to be abutler, or even agardener. “Mr. Hill?’

“Comein.” He glanced at my summer suit; maybe he was looking for ashoulder holster. Or maybe |
didn’'t look like hisidea of aprivate investigator, but it was too damn hot for atrenchcoat. If the house
hadn’t been in Dalkeith, | wouldn't even have bothered with the necktie. “Y ou were with Missing
Persons?’ he asked.

“No, Vice. Mostly undercover.” I'm alittle over average height, alittle under average weight. Hair
brown with alittle grey, not long, not short. Eyes about the same shade of brown. No distinguishing
featuresto speak of. When | need to, | can be asinvisble asacontact lensin aswimming pool. An
elephant could forget he' d seen me. It comesin useful sometimes. Hill outweighed me by about twenty
kilos, agood percentage of it hanging over the waistband of his shorts. He hadn’t shaved, but he'd
combed hishair acrossin an attempt to hide the fact that he was going bald, which was odd; genetic
engineering had produced severad good badness cures over the past few years, a prices a Dakeith
resident should have been able to afford easily. Either he didn’t trust new drugs, or he was opposed to
genetic engineering, or he didn’t like spending money on his appearance. He smelled of stale beer and
tobacco smoke and flop sweat. “Y ou quit?’ he asked.

“Voluntary redundancy,” | told him. Well, mostly voluntary. “Budget cuts, four years ago.”

“McMinn at Missing Persons recommended you. Says you' ve done nearly ahundred of these cases.
Hope you' re more help than hewas.” | said nothing. Missing Persons had suffered staff cutstoo, and
young women who stayed out dl Friday night without phoning home weren't exactly an oddity, even if
their parents did live afew blocksfrom Millionaire’ s Row. “We re sill waiting for aransom demand, but
there’ sbeen nothing.” Hill continued, as he led the way into aloungeroom. He switched the TV off, then
walked to the bar and poured himsalf another beer without offering me one. Maybe he thought | was on
duty. | looked around the room, wondering why it looked so much the set of an old-fashioned TV
stcom. A framed photo on the mantelpiece, showing ayoung girl in amotorized whedlchair, answered
that question; everything around me had been arranged for wheelchair access. Setslook like that because



acameradolly’ s about aswide and unmaneuverable asachair. “That' sher,” said Hill. “ Tina. My
daughter.”

| looked at the photo less carefully. Judging by her complexion and puppyfat, shewasin her early
teens, but | had no way of knowing how old the photo was. Round face, large eyes, plump lower lip, hair
light brown or dark blonde. “How long has she been missng?’

“Left here yesterday morning, and didn’t come home. We phoned her but nobody answered.
Missing Persons said there wasn't much they could do until she' d been gone forty-eight hours, except tell
the patrolsto look out for her.”

“Where did she go, and how did she get there?’

“Sald shewas going to train before classes, before it got too hot. She wants to compete in the
Specid Olympics.” | looked at the mantel piece again, saw no trophies or medas. “ Archery, | think,” he
continued. “ She’ s not that good, but she enjoysit.”

“You think?’

He shrugged. “Last | heard. She keegpstrying new things. Thisisthe only one she seemsto’ ve stuck
with.”

“Where?’

“ Sports center out at the uni. | called them, persuaded somebody to stick their head out and seeif
the car was parked in any of the disabled bays. It'sawhite Range Rover VVogue with awheelchair hoit,
not essy to miss. Nosgn of it.”

“University of WA?' He nodded. “Have you reported it golen?’

“Thought of that late last night. It has a satloc—one of those tracking devices? No trace of it
anywhere. The cops said it was probably parked underground or something.”

“They' re probably right.”

“Yeah?What if it' s been burnt out, or driven off ajetty? Bastards even said since Tinawas eighteen
now we weren't alowed to know where she was.”

| said nothing, but | doubted that even the most undiplomeatic cop would have said exactly that, unless
Tinahad asked them not to inform her parents. “How long have you lived here?’ | asked.

“Why?What' sthat got to do with anything?’

| looked around the room again. “Let me put it another way. Does Tinathink of this place as home?’

Heglared a mefor another few seconds, but relaxed dightly. “I guess so. She and her mother came
down here Six or seven years ago, just after shelost her leg. Shewas only twelve.”

“In 20037’

He blinked a couple of times, then nodded. “Y eah. | stayed on the Station for ayear or two,
working, until the court case was settled.”

“Did shelikeit down here?’

“Yeah, | guess. Aren’'t many wheelchair ramps up that way.”

“Who were her friends?’

He shrugged. * She had school friends, but they never came here, and | couldn’t tell you their last
names. Besides, she'slogt touch with most of them since she started Uni. Now she’ s on holidays, and
sort of at aloose end. She has other friends on the internet, but | know nothing about them.”

“Do you redly think she's been kidnapped?’

“You think she'srun away?’ He sounded sour, but not quite angry. “In awheelchair?’

It was more optimistic than most of the other scenarios | could imagine. “Can | talk to her mother?’

Mrs. Hill didn’t tell me much more than her husband, though she was a shade more polite about it.
Shetook meinto the kitchen and made us tea while she spoke softly. Mr. Hill had areedy turned the
car-sized TV back on, and was watching the cricket. Hiswifewas just as reluctant to believe that Tina
could have |eft home voluntarily. “ Did she have any boyfriends?’ | asked.

She darted, and amost laughed. “ She only had oneleg,” she reminded me.

“I' know that. Y our hushand said she had friends on the net. Do you know anything about them?’

“Y ou think she might have found a boyfriend that way?’ she said, her eyebrowsrising dightly, as



though she' d thought of thisfor thefirst time. 1 supposeit’spossible, but I don’'t know...”

“What about at the sports centre? Other friends in whedl-chairs, or with other disabilities?’

“I don’'t know any—Y ou could ask at the center...”

“I will. Can | see her room, please?’ Mrs. Hill blinked, then led the way. Her bedroom had the same
staginess asthe rest of the house, but it looked wrong for other reasons, too. Apart from afairly new
Canon desk pandl net system, the books and CDs on the shelves—low shelves, naturally—and the
clothes hanging in a curtained a cove, the room looked frozen in time, as though nothing had been moved
inyears. For amoment, | wondered whether TinaHill had died back in 2003. | looked at the desk, then
flicked the computer on. “What' s the most recent photo you have of Tina?’

“We don't take many photos,” said Mrs. Hill gpologetically, and looked at the shelves. “Her high
school yearbook isin here somewhere—ah.” As she began leafing through the pages awindow
appeared on the Canon’ s screen, asking for apassword. Damn. “Do you know her password?’

“What? No, I'm afraid not.” She handed me the yearbook. The photo was professiondly taken, and
alittle too prim to be glamorous, but it showed her asavery attractive young woman, even in her drab
green Methodist Ladies College uniform. Therewas aglint in her eyesthat might have been impishness,
or sadness, depending on the angle of the light. Her smile was staged, like dl the others on the page, as
though it were just another part of the school uniform. | glanced at the screen again, and resisted the urge
to swear. Things must’ ve been much easier for detectives when people had diaries and address books. |
searched the shelves for afew minutes and came up with little more than the fact that she was studying
French, Spanish, medieva English, and the late 19th/early 20th Century British novelsthat academics il
cdl “modernit.” Sheliked Centrd American magic redigts, historica fantases and murder mysteries,
and vampire stories. Eclectic musica tastes, mostly classical, some recent, but very little that would make
you want to get up and dance. | sent her mother out of the room, asking her to scan the photo and print
me some copies, then looked in the places agirl might not expect her parentsto look. Again, nothing: no
contraceptives, no drugs, no cash, not even avibrator. Maybe her life redlly was as unexciting as her
parents believed—either that, or she' d taken everything she valued with her, which implied that she'd
deliberately left without telling anyone and wasn't planning on coming back soon. Thethird dternative
wasthat I’m not very good at thinking like ateenage girl.

| took the copied photos from the mother and left, avaguely unpleasant taste in my mouth. Finding
missing peopleisthe staple of my diet; most of them arejust hiding from their creditors and, whilel don't
like some of my clients, | don’t lose any deep over what | do. Sometimesit’s even fun. And when | have
doubts, when husbands want me to find wiveswho | suspect had damn good reasons for running away,
then | don’'t takethejob. | stared at the photo, wondering whether Tinawould want to be found, then |
headed for the university.

It was two weeks before semester began, and a Saturday to boot, and the campus was so deserted
that | actually had a choice of parking spaces, so empty that | noticed how attractive the grounds and the
trees and the buildings were, rather than being distracted by the students. The beefy young blond sitting
behind the counter at the health club didn’t look up from his magazine as he asked, “Help you?’; but at
least histone was palite.

“Who do | talk to about archery practice?’

Helooked up at that, and blinked. His eyes were aartling blue. The magazine turned out to be
Scientific American, with acover story about wire addiction. “ Archery? Try one of the clubs.”

“Y ou don’t have arange here?’

“No.”

“Not even for the disabled?”’

He shook his head, then an idea hit him. “No, but hold on asecond. I'll cal the School of Human
Movement; they may know something.” He did that while | waited, then turned to me. “What' sthis
about?’ he asked, still polite.

| showed him the photo of Tina. “Do you know her?” He squinted. “ Shewould ve beenina
whedchair.”



“Oh. I’ ve seen her in here sometimes, but not thisweek, | don’t think.” He gestured with the
receiver. “1’ve got Dr. Sobieski on the phone; do you want to speak to him?”’

“Yeah, sure.” Sobieski, at least, admitted to knowing Tina s name, though he aso swore he hadn't
seen her that week. Something in his tome made me ask when he had last seen her. Heredlly couldn’t
say. Since semester ended? Y es. Thisyear? Y es. This month? Maybe. How often did he usudly see her?
“May | ask what your interest is?’

“| can't discussit over the phone. Where syour office?’

“Under Reid Library. Do you know where that is?’

“Certainly. I'll bethereinaminute.” | thanked the kid, who returned his attention to his magazine. It
was only ashort walk from the hedlth club to the library, most of it in the shade of some wonderful old
trees. The tutorial rooms, of course, are cramped and ugly and uncomfortable, but you can’t have
everything.

Sobieski’ s office was cramped too, or maybe it was Sobieski who gave me that impression; he was
shorter than | am but massively built, hisarms amost aslarge around as my legs, histhumbs asthick and
short asmy big toes. His head looked as though it’ d been modified to provide aminimum of handholds:
hair cropped short, nose flattened, ears that seemed to’ ve been pinned back, no neck worth mentioning.
His desk was bare but for acomputer, aphone, and his feet. He looked me up and down, and | resisted
the urgeto puff out my chest. “Y ou'relooking for TinaHill?’

“Ves”

“Sddown. Why?’

“She hasn't come home, and her parents are worried. Do you have any idea where she might be?’

“Can| seesome ID?’ | handed him my wallet, showed him my license. He glanced at it, shrugged.
“Asl sad, | haven't seen her in acouple of weeks.”

“Shetold her parents yesterday morning that she was coming here. Asfar as| cantell, shedidn’'t turn
up. Her parentsthink shewastraining in archery. Was she?’

“I think so. Probably.”

“Y ou don't want to quaify thet at al?’ | asked drily.

Heflushed dightly. “ Y ou’' d have to ask her trainer. He' s an archery enthusiast, and you know what
enthusagtsarelike”

| nodded. “Ishe here?

“Not today.”

“Wherecould | find him?’

The flush deegpened. “1 don’'t know. | phoned him while you were waking over here. He snot a
home, and he' s not answering hismohbile.”

| didn’t like the sound of that. “When did you last see him?’ | asked, as casudly as| could manage.

“Wedneday.”

“Hisname?’

He hesitated, then sighed. “ Jason Davy. Look; it' s not what you think. He sdoing hisMaster’s
degree on sports and exercise for what we used to cal the maimed and limbless. | know, it's awaste of
time, but he' sfanatical about it.”

“Why isit awagte of time?’

“Genetics, microsurgery, and prosthetics. We' ve dl but wiped out the genetic disorders and
teratogenic drugs that cause that sort of deformity, and in dmost every case where someone losesalimb,
it can be re-attached. Failing that, ninety percent of amputations are lower limb only, and the new lower
limb prosthetics are nearly as good asthe real thing—except for hands, of course. Tinalost her leg
because nearly al of it was crushed, not just severed, and the accident was up in the country ahdll of a
long way from ahospita. She' sdamn lucky she didn’t bleed to death before help arrived. But there' |l
never be enough cases like hersto justify the sort of study he's putting into this, especialy not when
they’ ve dready started cloning partsfor transplants. Ten years from now, twenty at the most, Jason’s
work will be obsolete. Oh, sure, there are plenty of countrieswhere kids are till getting their feet blown
off by mines, and wherethey can't afford transplants or prosthetics, but they have other priorities than the



Specid Olympics”

“I' know they’ ve managed to clone someindividud organs” | said, “but legsand arms?”’

He shrugged, and wheét little neck he had vanished completely for asecond. “1 don’t know ahell of a
lot about cloning, but | know it’s easy to tinker with the genes so that you end up with a brainless body
that’ sno use for anything el se. It needn’t be aclone of theindividual; aslong asthetissue typeisclose
enough, they can use rejection-suppressant drugs without any serious side effects.”

“Doyouthink that'll ever belegd?’

He snorted. “ Sure. A lot of politicians need new livers and hearts, and so do the CEOswho
contribute to their campaign funds. And aslong as there are wars and soldiers, there' || be aneed for
replacement limbs—the best ones that government can afford. And evenif it’snot lega, who will that
stop? Hell, it' s probably being tried aready, somewhere. Look what happened with breast implants, or
headwires. Sure, some countries banned the sde and the surgery, but they wouldn’t shut down the
companies that were making the stuff, and they don't prosecute anybody who goes overseasto havethe
op. Governmentsin some other countries are happy to turn ablind eyetoit if it bringsin foreign currency.
And how much redl difference isthere between a headless body and afew hearts beeting in atank?” He
shook hishead. “I used to tel Jason he was wasting hislife, but there’ sno point arguing with an
enthusiast, and it’ s not as though he needs to worry about money.”

“How many subjects does he have?’

“We prefer to cal then ‘ clients,” Sobieski said, chuckling.

“How many?’

He hegitated. “ At present, none he seesregularly, at least not here. Tina sthe only onewho'sa
student here; | guessthe othersdon’t havetime.”

“How much time does he spend with her?’

“A couple of hours, every other day.”

“And she hasn't been herein two or three weeks?’

A brief pause. “No. | thought she might have gone away on holidays.”

“Can | seehisoffice?

“No.” No hesitation, but no unusual emphasiseither. “That' s out of the question.”

“Okay.” Theredidn’t seem any point in arguing with him. “Do you know of any of Tina s other
friends?’

“No. Asl told you, she wasn't my student.”

“Can you give me Jason’ s number?’

“I’ve dready told you, heisn't there. Look, Mr. Horne, | have someideahow Tina s parentsfed, |
have kids of my own, but | think they’ re worrying unnecessarily. I' m sure he—sure she's okay.”

It wasjust atiny dip, and it might not have meant anything. | nodded, then walked out through the
clugter of high-tech torture machines and back to my car.

Mrs. Hill seemed surprised to see me back so soon. “Have you found her?’

“No, but I may have found aclue. Has she ever mentioned a Jason Davy, or Davies?’

She blinked, obvioudy startled. “No, | don’t think so...”

Damn. “May | have another look at her computer?’ | booted it again, waited for it to ask for a
password. ‘ Jason’ was too short, the system demanded a 6-character minimum, so | tried different
combinations of Jason and Davy, varioudy spelt. The correct word, which | should have thought of
earlier, was " Jason!” A menu and another window appeared on the screen; the window showed the view
through the cameramounted in the frame at the top: me from hairline to bottom rib. Tinagtting in the
same chair must have been afew centimeters shorter; anyone using the computer as a videophone would
have seen her face and chest and, if she hid the whedlchair, nothing to indicate that she had amissing leg.
| glanced at the yearbook photo again: not quite beautiful, but more than conventiondly pretty. | asked
Mrs. Hill to bring me acup of tea, and ran aquick search for files containing the words * Jason” or
“Davy” inther heading or text. | aso glanced at her address book, diary, web stes most often and most
recently visited, and her email. | found the photosin under three minutes. Mrs. Hill was till out of the



room, so | opened one, titled only “Jason, Dec 2009.” It showed ayoung man, mid twenties, naked but
for awet towd around hiswaist. He was handsome in an unremarkable way, clean-shaven and
square-chinned, with dark wavy collar-length hair. He wasn't bulked up like Sobieski, but he was
obvioudy an athlete, with powerful-looking wrists and shoulders. The photo looked as though it had been
taken without warning, or much skill on the part of the photographer, with aflash, at low resolution, and
from alow angle. The setting looked like standard motel decor. | stared at thisfor amoment, then
brought up another photo, titled smply “Me, by Jason, Dec 09.” Thiswas a high-res picture, larger than
the screen could display and | had to scroll down from the top to seeit all. Her expression was quietly
winsome with adight hint of nervousnessin her eyes, though maybe that was my imagination. Her smile,
at least, was more sincere than in her yearbook photo. Her breasts were bare, very large, and very
lovely. Shewaslying on abed, naked, her long left leg stretched out before her, the ssump of her right,
no longer than my hand, pointed to the camera.

The setting, again, looked like atypica motel room, possibly the same one, but thistime the shot was
posed and some care had been taken with the lighting and focus— though | don’t know enough about
digitd photography to pick how much of that might’ ve been done later, with the software equivaent of a
darkroom trick. | do know that digital cameras, like Polaroids before them, have always owed alot of
their popularity to the fact that the photos don’t require developing;; if you' d taken aphoto likethisto a
commercia developer, he would have—

| had to stop and think about that. M ost would smply have refused to develop it. The* Confidentid”
devel opers who used to work through adult bookshops frequently sold copies of hardcore photos given
to them to devel op to the deazier porngtes. But what would they have done with ashot like this? Was
there amarket for it?

| heard Mrs. Hill returning, and closed both photo filesjust before she walked in. She had awillow
pattern cup and saucer in one hand, a magazine— Woman's Day —in the other. She handed me the cup
of tea, then opened the magazine. Y ou mentioned Jason Davy.”

“Yes” | sad, staring at the address book. There were two phone numbers—one amobile, the other
aUWA extenson—and an e-mail address for Jason Davy, but nothing to say where helived.

“I knew I’ d seen the name before, but | couldn’t remember where,” said Mrs. Hill. “I don’t think
Tinaever mentioned him, but it says here he' sstudying at the Univerdity, so maybethey’ ve met.” She
handed me the magazine. | saw a young man who looked very like the Jason of the
photo-graph—though dressed in an expensive suit and with not ahair out of place—before| read the
caption or recognized the man standing next to him. Davy is't an uncommon name, and it hadn’t
occurred to meto look for a connection to Charles Davy, the local beer baron. Owning a successful
brewery in Augtrdiaislike having alicenceto print money, and Davy was reputed to have billionsin
assats, including afew famous paintings, some high-priced real estate, a successful FM station, some
prize-winning racehorses, and severa state and federd politicians. It was rumoured that much of his
income came from shares in acompany that produced wireheading hardware, sunsticks and missile
guidance systems, but thiswas unproven. Hiswife had been a cel ebrated beauty, and his youngest and
middle sons— Roman and Jason—favoured her, though the heir apparent, Gavin, had aready inherited
some of hisfather’sgut and afew of hischins. It only took me afew secondsto read the text; Gavin, it
seemed, was no longer one of Audtralia’s most digible bachelors, having married ayoung woman aleged
to beajourndist. Roman and Jason were still avallable, however, at least according to thetext. | didn’t
see Tinain any of the photos, though | noticed someone who might have been Sobieski in acrowd of
athletes and sports commenteators, dl of them holding stubbies. The wedding, the magazine gushed, had
cost nearly haf amillion dollars, which made it avery expensive beer commercid.

| nodded, for Mrs. Hill’ s benefit. “He' s doing his graduate degree in human movement, and he's
helped her work out atraining program.”

“Do you think she hasacrush on him?’

| stared at the magazine, not wanting to look at her. “1 think she might,” | said. | took out my
compad, and began pulling data from the Canon.



I’veknown Teri Lovdl for haf of my life, or haf of her lifeif you prefer; either way, it’salittle under
seventeen years. We met in afilm classin our first year a uni, and helped each other out when | wasin
vice and she was doing research for her dissertation. That dissertation, on masturbation and technology in
the AIDS years, became a best-sdller—particularly after she admitted to doing ashort gint ina
peepshow and a much longer one as a phone sex operator as part of her research. She makes agood
living as a consultant, writer and guest lecturer, but till livesin Perth because her ex-husband has custody
of their child. | showed her the photos of Tina |’ d downloaded from the desk-pand, giving her aslittle
background as | could get away with. “What do you think?’

“Interesting. | could be wrong—thisis her collection, not his—but if you look at the earliest photos,
he started off with portraits. Then, afew monthslater, semi-nudes. Look at thisone, from August; it’s not
set up aswdll asthe others, but if I'm any judge, that’ s afterglow. Look at the flush, and her eyes. So
they’ d probably been loversfor several months before she let him photograph her taboo zone, which for
her is her sump, not her crotch.” She scrolled through the photos. * Even in the early shotswhen she's
fully dressed, she hasn't kept any that show her below the wai s, as though she' d rather not be reminded
of it. And here’'samuch later one; see, just ahint of pubic hair at the bottom there? It looksto me as
though he' s proceeded at arate that she's comfortable with, letting her adjust to the ideathat he finds her
amputation arousing rather than distressing. She obvioudy likes and trusts him, at the very least; you can
seeitin her eyes. You say he choseto specidisein care for amputees?’

The bad taste had returned to my mouth, stronger than ever before. “Y es, that’ sright. Do you think
he did this because he' s attracted to them? To indulge afetish?’

“They prefer to call themselves*devotees,’” she said, nodding. “In this case, that may be
gppropriate. While it was probably her amputation that made her attractive to him in the beginning, he
hasn't objectified her in any of these photos. All of them show her face, which suggeststhat he thinks of
her asaperson. | wish | could say that of more so-caled erotica” Shelooked at mefor thefirst timein
minutes. “Y ou have a problem with this, don’t you?’

“Yes” | admitted. “I can’t understand how someone could be attracted to...well, to adeformity. A
mutilation.”

“| don't either, and I’ ve spoken to quite afew devotees, mostly over the net. Most amputees don't
understand them elther; some love them, some find them unbearably creepy. | guess most of uswould
rather be loved for who we are than what we look like, but how often do you think that happens?’ She
glanced over her shoulder at the shelvesfull of videos and magazines. “I’ ve heard Freudianstry to explain
the attraction in terms of childhood experience, but most of the devotees themselves don’t seem to bear
out any of their theories. But there have been entire cultures which considered footbinding or female
genita mutilation aesthetically pleasing, and look how many men are fascinated by super-sized breasts,
some larger than any that ever existed in nature. Y ou think that cutting awoman’ s breasts open to insert
blobsof sliconisn't aform of mutilation? Y et that' s considered sane—obvioudly if bigisgood, then
enormous must be better, right?>—while finding pregnant women attractive is consdered a perversion.

“There arealot of amputee websites, if you' reinterested, or | have somevideos.” Teri’stownhouse
isamuseum of reputed eroticathat the Addams family would think twice before visiting. “Most of them
are done by amateurs, enthusiasts, and they’ re very softcore—women dressing or undressing, bathing or
showering, doing exercises or even household chores, with maybe alittle talking dirty or masturbation.
The more unusud or specidised the fetish, the more men'll pay for softcore,” she explained. “Though
there’ s some professionaly made hardcore on the market as well—mostly landmine victims, if | had to
guess”

| shuddered. Sometimes| wonder if Teri isn't trying to shock me; she' salmost forgotten what it's
like to be shocked hersdf by anything less than paedophiliaor rape or torture, and maybe she needs
someone like me as abarometer. A horrible thought occurred to me. “ Enough of amarket that they’d
bother mutilating women just for the trade”?”

She stared, then shook her head violently. “No, that’d be insane.”

“How many porn stars had plastic surgery?’

“That' sdifferent.”



“And what about snuff movies? There samarket for those.”

She dghed. “Most snuff and torture movies are either fake, or made by secret police and sold to
make alittle extracash for their pension funds. Disposing of abody iseasy if you'rein that sort of
business, but caring for an amputeeis expensve. Even if you could re-attach the limb, it just wouldn’t be
worthit.”

“What if money wasn't aproblem?’

“Designer porn?’ She hesitated. “It' s possible, certainly, but I’ ve never heard of it being done, and
it'd be alot chegper to use computer animation.”

| nodded, and looked at the photo of Tina on the screen. Thetrust in her eyes was beautiful, and
amost papable, and | felt | had to know she was okay. Another horrible thought occurred to me. “If
moreis better...would a devotee find a double-amputee more attractive than—" | couldn’t finish the
sentence, but Teri obvioudy understood; she closed her eyes, bit her lip, then shook her head dowly.

“Not everyone believes moreis better, Nick,” shesaid. “I don't think that whoever took those
photographs would do something likethat. I1t's possible, but | don't think it’slikely.”

“How sure are you of that?’

Shelooked at the screen for along time, her expression sour. “Not sure enough to Seep easily
tonight, damn you.”

It was dark by thetime | drove homefrom Teri’s, and | wasglad I’ d recharged the fuel cdlls; the
solar panel can barely run the air-conditioner. There was along black Mercedes parked across the road
from my flat, looking as out of placein my low-rent neighborhood as my Suzuki had in Dakeith, and |
wondered if someone had died. | walked wearily up the sairs; if I’ d been looking up, | might have seen
the guy standing outside my door before he saw me, but | was too damn tired. We stared at each other
down the corridor; he was black—African-American, not Indigine—and bald and about two metrestall.
He wore abomber jacket, black jeans, and black Reebok basketball boots. “Mr. Horne?’

“Yes” | sad, wearily. “And you are?’

“Harry Keyes,” hereplied, ahint of injured pridein hisvoice. It took me a second to place the name,
but he' d been suspended for a season, and | was never a big basketball fan anyway. “ Somebody wants
to meet you.”

| nodded. “Inthelimo?’

“No. | haveto take you to him. Shall we go?’ He was polite, I'll give him that; he opened the back
door of the limo for me, and encouraged me to help mysdf to adrink from the bar and watch the
Wildcats gameonthe TV. | declined both, gracioudy, and he turned the radio on softly. Davy’ s station,
of course. “Do you mind if | usethe phone?’

“Goforit.”

| caled Tina; her system was screening calls, asdways, but it put me through to her. | told her where
| was and as much as | knew of what was happening. I" d expected to be driven back to Dalkeith—it
was common knowledge that the Davys lived on Millionaire Row, in ahousethat redised his
more-is-better dreams—but instead K eyes took me to Perth’ s ugliest skyscraper, an duminium
monstrosity propped up by flying buttresses. | read somewhere that the tallest buildingsin atown reflect
that society’ svalues; if so, this one screamed that money mattered and beauty didn’t. Keyes patted me
down while we rode the elevator. “1’m not armed,” | assured him.

“I know. They don’'t want this conversation recorded.” He took my compad, phone and camera,
then led me through a grandiose foyer into abook-lined office with aview of the river and King's Park.
The man behind the enormous antique desk wasin his early forties, and his designer shark-skin jacket
and yellow sk tieindicated that helived in an entirely air-conditioned world. Either that, or hewas as
cold-blooded as areptile. Classica music played softly in the background:; it sounded like awaltz, but
not one | recognized. Hisvoice was crisp and cold, like Bas| Rathbone' s Sherlock Holmes.

“Mr. Horne, | understand you’ re looking for information on Jason Davy. | thought we might save you
sometime.” He glanced at his gold watch, while Keyesleaned on the door behind me. Sobieski must
havetold Davy that I’ d been asking questions; | wondered how much the family had given the University



over theyears. “And, of course, prevent any inaccurate information being disseminated. Jason Davy isa
young man of excellent character and great compassion who, aswell as sharing hisfather’ sinterest in
sports, has devoted himself to improving the lives of the differently abled.” He paused for breath, and |
interjected, “ Are you going to talk non-stop until seven am, or can | ask the occasiona question?’

Keyesturned alaugh into a cough, and Sharkskin stared at me. “Why seven am?’

“At seven am, TinaHill will have been missing for forty-eight hours. At that point, it becomesapolice
meatter.”

The temperature in the room dropped by afew degrees. “TinaHill?’

“Pretty girl. Eighteen years old, strawberry blonde hair, oneleg.”

He amiled thinly. “Ah, yes. Jason drew up atraining schedulefor her, did he not?’

“I understand that he did, yes. How long has he been missng?’

“He snot missing. We know where heis”

“Andwhereisthat?’

Another glance at the Rolex. “The USA.”

“And TinaHill?’

“Why are you concerned with TinaHill?”

“Her parents want to know where sheis, and have paid meto find out. It seemslikely that Jason
Davy wasthe last person to see her, which suggests that the police will want to speak to himin,” |
glanced a my own watch, “about ten hours and thirteen minutes.”

Sharkskin shook his head. “The police will check with Immigration, and discover that TinaHill left
Perth for Sydney yesterday, then caught aconnecting flight to LA. I’'m quite sure the immigration officers
and flight crew will remember her.” The smile remained thin, though there was an extrahint of smugness
init.

| stood. “Thank you, that’sal | needed to know. Seeyou at the feeding frenzy.”

“I'mafraid not,” hereplied, without raisng hisvoice. “Y ou may aready know that as Tina Hill turned
eighteen last May, sheislegdly arespongble adult. Y es? Do you aso know that her parents are living of f
the compensation she receives for the accident in which she wasinjured? That the mortgage on the house
inwhich they liveisin her name, not in theirs? That their attempts a establishing businesses|eft them
bankrupt, or that they have not attempted to find any work in somethree years? They areto put it
bluntly, trash. And | think you aso need to know that they will not be requiring your services after this
evening; you will be paid for your time and reimbursed for any expenses you may have incurred, and the
matter will rest there.” He leaned back in the fancy leather chair, steepled hisfingers and studied his
manicure. “Y ou may aso beinterested to know how much we know about you. We have researchers of
our own, you see.” He tapped the space bar on his keyboard, and the aquarium screensaver was
replaced by apage of text. | could seeit reflected in the window behind him, but not well enough to read
any of it. “Nicholas Arthur Horne, born in Melbourne, July 20th, 1976. Father a successful barrister and
lecturer in law, mother aprofessor of reproductive medicine, still married and now living in Mebourne
again. Y ou atended Murdoch University, where you failed Law, then joined the police service in 1996.
Y ou were reprimanded on seventeen occasions for excessive use of astungtick whileinterveningin
domestic disputes. During your time in the vice squad, you set a state record for stress leave, most of it
taken after a pimp who you’ d been unable to convict was shot in 2005.” | didn’t deign to answer that; |
had agood dibi, and had never even been charged with the murder. “Y our superior was heard to refer
to you as a‘ Coyote —areference, perhaps, to your running speed?’

“Hesaid ‘Quixote,’” | corrected. “Asinthe Don.”

“Ah, | see” hesaid, raising hiseyebrows dightly. I’ d surprised him, and that obvioudy didn’t happen
often. “Tilting a windmills, and so on. Let’ s see, what el se? Y ou' ve never married, and have no known
children. Since 2006, you' ve been working as a private investigator, speciaizing in surveillance video
work and locating missing persons, mostly for debt collection agencies. While you' ve managed to avoid a
criminal record and stay out of debt yoursdlf, you clearly do not have the money or the credit rating for a
protracted legd battle, or even ashort one. On the other hand, you would not be eligible for legd ad.”
Theamile becamealittiewider. “If you truly believe that thereis no such thing as bad publicity, then | will



be happy to dislllusion you. If not, I would recommend that you not attempt to take this any further—
and that, Mr. Horne, isthe best free legd advice you are ever likely to receive. If there sanything dse
you need to know, | suggest you ask it now. My timeis expensive.”

| didn’t doubt it. “Wherein the USA?’

“I"'m not obliged to tell you that.”

“When will they be back?’

“Indl probability, they will both return to Perth in time for the beginning of the academic year.
Maybe afew weeks later.”

| nodded, and turned towards the door. Keyes opened it for me, and we walked back to the
elevator. “1 wonder how much histeeth cost,” | muttered.

Keyes smiled. “More than you could afford to pay, though | got to admit I’ ve thought about it
mysdlf.” He handed the compad, camera and phone back. “But | don’t think you need to worry about
thegirl,” he said confidently, when we reached the car park. “ Jason wouldn't hurt her. He' s not that sort
of guy.”

“Uh-huh.”

Keyesrolled hiseyes. “I’m not saying that just because | work for hisdad. | meaniit.”

“Haveyou met the girl?’

“No...Thefamily’sknown about her for months, but Jason’ s never brought her home. He drives
everywhere himsdlf; | haven't even had to pick him up from apub or aparty for more nayear.”

“Do you know where Jason’s gone?’

“Shit no, and | wouldn’'t tell you if | did.” He went to open the back door for me, and | asked, “Mind
if I rideinthefront?| fed likel’m at afunerd, otherwise”

“Fineby me”

We rode through the city in slence, then up Thomas Street. “What' sthisthing like to drive?’

He grunted. “ She’ satank. Lots of armour, and it really dows her down. Security and anti-theft and
safety features up the wazoo. The gunsare on my side,” he touched the door, and apanel did down to
reveal two pistols, one aneedler, the other a.357 Magnum Mini Cop. “So don’t even think about doing
anything Supid.”

The thought had crossed my mind, but it quickly faded. “Did Davy tdll you to shoot me?’

Helaughed, asingle “huff,” like alion that’ s not irritated enough to roar. “ Shit no. The boss doesn't
do thingslike that. Doesn’t need to. He just told me to get you and take you to Norman, and Norman
doesn't like violence either. Threats, sometimes, but mostly bribery. He says he' snever met aman he
couldn’t scare or buy.” He said thiswithout any hint of irony, or any emotion at al.

“There can’'t be much he can’'t afford. Davy, | mean.”

A shrug. “Hewants his kids to have the best, and doesn't worry much whether they want to go into
the business or what they want to do.”

| nodded. He talked basketball until heredised | wasn't interested, then women, then asked what
it'd been likeworkingin Vice. “Frudrating,” | replied.

“Yeah, | bet.” We said nothing more until we were back outside my place, when he bade me
goodnight and told me to be coal. | walked up to theflat, let mysdf in, fed the cats, switched the kettle
on, and sat there stewing while the tea brewed. | refused to let Norman fire me when he hadn’t even
hired me; if the Hillswanted to stop melooking for their daughter, they were going to haveto tell me
themsdves.

It was nine forty-five, and | wanted to cdll the Hills before they went to bed, but there were other
things| had to dofirgt. | redly ft like besting information out of someone, but Hill probably wouldn't
know where Tinawas, neither would Sobieski, and Sharkskin Norman would be too well guarded.
Instead, | mailed my pet hacker Ratcliffe. He responded within aminute, but | don't think he ever deeps;
he likes to work on so many jobs at once that he can cause a bytelock single-handedly, and hisdiet
seemsto cons st of caffeine pills washed down with Jolt. Despite his nickname, helooks morelike a
raccoon than arat, with astrong hint of squirrd. | asked him if he could confirm that Jason Davy and
TinaHill had l&ft the country. “Do you know whet airline?’ he asked.



“Only that they supposedly flew to Sydney from the domestic termina sometime on Friday, then
caught aconnecting flight to LA.”

“Shit. Thiscould takeawhile; can | cal you back?’

“I'll be here” He mailed me the information just before ten, complete with flight numbers
and—wonder of wonders—hotel reservations. “Once | had one flight, the easiest thing to do wastrack it
back to atravel agent and see what they had for them,” he said. “Little business called Galoway’s
Traves, with lousy security. Looks like they’ ve gone away for Vdenting s Day.”

| nodded. They’d flown the whole way by jet, including Concorde from Sydney to LA, which was
unusud for tourists; most preferred the zeppelin flights where first class was more comfortable, economy
much chegper, and jet-lag minimal. They were staying in the Airport Courtesy Innin LA, but were
probably already on the shuttle back to LAX to catch aflight to Miami. From there, they were booked
on another flight to Cuba, where they’ d be staying in the Eldorado Hotel, room 311. They were returning
to Audtrdiaby jet aswell, leaving Cuba on the twenty-first. “Thanks, Rat.”

“Don’'t mentionit.” | Stared at the screen for amoment, then caled the Hill home. Mr. Hill told me
that they’ d found out that Tinawas safe, and would pay mefor the day and my expensesif | sentthema
bill. I said I'd e-mall it to them, and quickly typed up an invoice and sent it. Mrs. Hill called back five
minutes later.

“What’ sthis four thousand for finder’ s fee, photographic work, and travel expenses? \What have you
found? What photograph? Where?’

“I'vefound your daughter; she’ sin Havana, with Jason Davy.”

“Havana?’

“In Cuba”

Therewasalong slence. “They told usshewasin LA,” she said, sounding genuindly puzzled. “Why
would she go to Cuba?’

Actudly, | knew alot of reasonsfor going to Cuba (many morethan | could imaginefor visting LA).
Within afew months of Castro’ s degth, the country had reverted to a free-market economy, though
“black market economy” would have been more accurate. Like Miami or Atlantic City, Havanawas
considered an “open city” for organised crime, with enough opportunities for ashitload of Mafiaclans.
The Miami-based Genovese and Gambino families controlled most of the semi-legitimate rackets that
appedled to tourists, while the Russian Mafia catered to—and preyed on—other local businesses. It was
said you could buy anything in LaHabana, from headwires to nukes, though the premier tourist
attractions were gambling and progtitution, asthey had been in the Batista days. The brothelswere
reputedly able to pander to any preference or fetish imaginable, given sufficient notice, and brought in
nearly as much foreign currency ascigarsand rum.

Of course, Cuba slocation made it apopular destination for retirees from Florida, many of them
seeking what had €luded Juan Ponce de Leon. Many pharmaceutical companies had branches there, and
often tested new drugs on the populace. Rg uvenation techniques, miracle cures and cosmetic surgery
illegd in the USwere plentiful, as were surgeons eager for aquick buck. Rumour had it that it was aso
the place for getting an illegd transplant—you could aways say you' d blown the money &t the casinos, or
needed open-heart surgery after over-exerting yoursdlf a one of the brothels—or for having yourself
cloned. And, presumably, for other sorts of surgery. “I don’'t know,” | replied.

She thought about thisfor amoment. “What about the photograph?’

“I"'m going to haveto travel to get it. I’ d dready booked aflight before your husband fired me, and
there’ sno refund at this sort of notice. | can postpone, but not cance.”

“We can't pay you thismuch!”

“I think you can,” | replied. “Both Norman and your husband said you' d cover my expenses.”
Neither had specified “ reasonable expenses,” but Norman probably wasn't familiar with the concept. Hill
might squawk but he' d cave in quickly enough; hewasaloser if I'd ever met one. “Hedidn’t tell me
exactly how much hewas paying you, but | gather it was abundle. What is he doing, paying off your
mortgage?’ No reply. | sat there, bardly breathing, hoping that I’ d read Mrs. Hill correctly, that she loved
her daughter even if she didn’t know her. Tina deserved that much. “Did Norman spesk to you, or to



your husband?’

“To Geoff,” she said, after amoment’ s hesitation. “He makes the—the decisions about money. I'll
haveto check thiswith him. Can | call you back?’

“Aslong asyou do it before eleven. | haveto pack.” | hit the disconnect key, then called the airport.

About aday and ahdf later—early morning, Cuban time—I staggered off an Airbus packed with
senior citizensinto Jose Marti International Airport, destination of Christ knows how many hijackers over
theyears. Unlike Tina, | hadn’t been lucky enough to take the Concorde, or travel business class (my
credit rating didn’t stretch that far; | would have flown Garudato save afew extrabucks, if al of their
remaining planes hadn’t been commandeered as troop carriersfor the duration), and I’ d flown straight
through to make up for their lead. Qantas did their best to make the trans-Pecific flight bearable,
including making the food edible and the tea hot and strong, but | was ill badly jet-lagged by thetime |
arrived at LAX. | devoted as much time as| could to reading Tina sdiary and the mail Jason had sent
her; both were so carefully worded that they might aswell have been ciphered, with no mention of Cuba
or even of travel. | dso studied alLonely Planet travel surviva kit and Spanish phrase-book, only
watching the in-flight movieswhen | could no longer focus on the print. The movies didn’t seem to make
any sense, but whether that was because they were cut or because | fell adeep during pivota scenesor
whether they werejust dumb movies, | have noidea. | spent less than an hour in Miami, just time enough
to buy some US cash;, flights to Cuba were dmost as frequent as buses.

Thetaxi that took me to the hotel was an old Lada Riva, driven by a skinny Rastafarian who looked
to bein hislateforties. “Hey, yadon't want to go there, mon,” he said, when | told him my destination.
“That’ sfor old folks. | can take ya someplace better, lots of empty rooms. Why ya come here, anyway?’

“I'mmesting afriend,” | replied. “ At the Eldorado.”

“Long way to cometo meet afriend. YaEnglish?’

“Audrdian. And | thought I might do alittle shopping while | was here.”

He grinned. Hisjagged nicotine-stained teeth |ooked like modern art. “1 dig, mon. Well, whatever ya
want, | can take yawhere ya can get the best price.”

“I hoped you could. What if | needed agun?’

“Easy, mon. How big and how many?’

“Just ahandgun, asmdl one. And astunstick, too, if you know someone who sdllsthose” I'd
thought of bringing both with me, but there was the risk that US Customs would ask to search my
luggage. Inthe end, | just brought an overnight bag small enough for hand luggage, with afew books, a
few changes of clothes, acamera, apair of adjustable shades, a penlight, and a Swiss Army knife.

Thedriver shrugged. We were making dow progress, stuck behind a’51 Oldsmobile held together
with wire, poster paint and santeriasymbols; | could see push-bikes that were making better time. The
taxi wasn't air-conditioned—it didn’'t even have power steering—and it smelled of dust and cigar smoke
and scorched plagtic, though the weather was pleasantly cool compared to a Perth summer. “I’ll takeya
toaplacel know,” hesad. “ Anything e se?’

“What about a hospital ?’

He looked at mein the rear-view mirror, curiosity plain despite his shades. “Why a hospital, mon?’

“| wasthinking of getting my head wired,” | replied. He stared, and then burst out laughing, nearly
sending usinto the rear of the Oldsmobile. He calmed down afew seconds later, and shook his head.
“Shit, mon, if yawant asouvenir, why don't yajust get atattoo? Y athink they sell headwiresto anyone
who just walk off the street?’ | said nothing. “ Folks who have they heads wired have habits,” he
continued. “ They have the wire, they don't need coke or smack or ice or hyper or any other that shit.
Now the same families sall the headwires as sall the shit. Y a see the problem?’

“I think s0.” Thishadn’t occurred to me before, but it wasn't hard to work out. “They’ d rather have
acustomer who keeps paying.”

“Right. So they only do that headwire shit if they think ya can do them some big favour sometime. Ya
awriter, mon?’

“Why?



“Yaask alot of questions, but ya don’t know the answers. Yawant aguide or aguardian, cal me.”
He handed me acard, with his name—Raphael—and a phone number. “1 know thisidand, lived herefor
years, and yadon't know it at al.” He drove me through the internationa district, the Vedado, where the
grand old hotel s were towered over by glass and metal and poured concrete boxes identical to thosein
amost any other city in the world. There were no posters or billboards commemorating Castro or Che
any more, and few Cuban flags, dl of the Sgns| saw werein English, and most bore familiar logos and
dogans. The Maecon was emptier than the guidebook had led me to expect, and | glanced at my watch:
7:43, Sunday morning, February 14th. | wondered who the santeria equivaent of St. Valentinewas, and
decided | didn’t need to know. Raphadl drove me to ahockshop where | bought a Grendel P-12 with a
sparedip, an ankle holster, aHyundai telescoping stunstick, awrist spring rig for the stick, aroll of gaffer
tape, afew smdll tracking tags, and asignd locator. “ Y awant avest, too, mon?’

“Already wearing one.” It was synthetic spider silk with inserts, supposedly proof against any
handgun except a needler; my mother brought it back from the US and gaveit to mewhen | made
detective. “How much do | oweyou?’

It was about twice what | would' ve paid in Miami, including Raphagl’ s kickback, but without any
paperwork or waiting period. “Where to now?’

“The Eldorado.”

Raphad was right about the Eldorado; the resemblance to aretirement village socid club was
adarming, right down to afaintly antiseptic smell dmost as bad asthe faint stink of sweat and decay in the
streets outside, but | could see why Jason had chosen it. The whole place had obvioudy been designed
for wheelchair access, with not astaircase or escalator or steep ramp in sight. | checked in, looked
around the lobby, and saw a café to one side with agreat view of the lifts and the doorway. | went up to
my room, which looked like a clone of afew dozen other hotel rooms |’ d stayed in except for the view
of the dums. | took aquick shower, changed my chinos and swesater for asuit and tie, then returned to
the café. They kept arack of US, Canadian and European newspapers; | borrowed a hardcopy of The
Times, ordered a Continenta breakfast and a Cuban coffee, and sat where | could watch the |obby
without being congpicuous. | took out my compad and e-mailed Ratcliffe, asking if he could accessthe
hotel’ s computer and confirm that Tinaand Jason had checked in. | looked business-like enough that the
daff left me alone, except to refresh my muddy coffee. | read the paper in the vain hope of finding some
news from Augtrdia, then browsed for awhile, checking out the Cuban private hospitals (the public
hospital system, | was pleased to see, had survived Castro’ s death) and the amputee fetish websites.
There were adsfor new hardcore videos, offering awide variety of women—mostly African or Asian,
probable landmine victims, but there were dso afew Caucasians, including the promise of a“double
amputee specid” scheduled for release later in the year. It was probably only acoincidence, but it left a
bad taste that no amount of coffee could mask.

Ratcliffe sent me mail confirming that Tinaand Jason had checked in to room 311 just before noon
yesterday, and had ordered aroom service breskfast for eight thirty this morning. He had no way of
knowing whether they were till in the room unless they watched some of the pay TV dations or used the
phone, which they hadn’t. | waited, watching people come and go. It was ameasure of how respectable
the Eldorado wasthat | wasinterrupted less than once per hour, and offered nothing moreillega than
Peruvian cocaine. Tinaand Jason emerged from the elevator at three minutes before one am, and he
pushed her chair towards the restaurant. | palmed my camera and took afew photos, then put the paper
back on the rack and followed them.

The photos I’ d seen of Tinahadn’t quite done her justice, though they’ d come close. Maybe it was
just that her smile was alittle more genuine now than it had been then—excitement making her eyes
gparkle alittle more intensel y— though she was obvioudy still nervous about something. My table wasn't
close enough to theirs for me to follow the conversation—even using the mike in my compad—and |
never have learnt to lip-read, but there was no indication that she wasn't there voluntarily; in fact, they
looked like honeymooners. | could ve left—I had the photosto show Mrs. Hill, and Tinacertainly
seemed safe—but something still didn’t seem right. No one jets from Perth to Havana with honourable



intentions; that’ d be like going to Casablancafor the waters. Even with Bdi ruled out by the civil warsin
Indonesia, there were many other placesthey could ve gonefor aromantic idand holiday.

| watched them est, then followed them as he pushed her chair down 23rd Street, |la Rampa, to the
Malecon. Shadowing them was made easier by Jason’s congtant, “ Dispenseme, excuse me, excuse me,”
as hetried to steer the whedlchair over the uneven paving and through the crowd. There were plenty of
tourists and locals to hide behind; the tourists looked better-fed, the |ocal s better-dressed, and none of
them seemed to bein any hurry.

Jason and Tina spent afew hours sight-seeing along the Maecon and in Centro Habana, admiring the
art-deco and pre-baroque houses, the stained glass and the faded beauty of the old facades, the street
musicians, the santeria shrines, and the svimmersin their tiny swimauits, then returned to the hotel. |
followed them, wondering whether | should keep waiting (for what?), confront them, or cdl it quitsand
see what else Havana had to offer. | had afedling that | was wasting my own time and gambling alot of
money on anot-very-reliable gut ingtinct. When he whedled her into thellift, | caled for themto hold it. |
left at the third floor, and offered to help get her wheelchair through the door. * Y ou’ re from Augtrdia?’
she asked, while Jason fumed.

| hadn’t thought my accent was that ditinct. “Y es. Perth.”

Shelaughed. “ That’ samazing! My first time overseas, and thefirst person | meet isfrom home. I'm
Tina”

“Nick.”

Jason blinked, but Tinadidn’t seem to notice anything odd. “What brings you here to Cuba?
Busness?’

“Yes You?

She hesitated, and looked at Jason, who shook his head very dightly. “Just aholiday,” she said,
soberly.

“Waéll, areyou freefor dinner?’ | asked. “It's been too long since I’ ve seen anyone from home.”

“I'm afraid not.” We' d reached the door of 311 by now. “We re going to—well, we have other
plans”

“Tomorrow night?’

“No, we—" Jason opened the door and | whedled Tinainsde, taking the opportunity to stick asmall
tracking tag under the arm of the chair. He kept the door open, obvioudy expecting meto leave. “I'm
sorry,” hesaid. “Our scheduleis pretty full.”

“Pity.”

Tinasmiled. “It was nice meeting you, Nick.”

“Andyou,” | said, just assincerdly. “Can you do me asmall favour?’

“What?" asked Jason, before she could answer. | didn’t look at him. “ Call your mother,” | said to
Tina. “Tdl her you're okay, and explain to her why you came here without telling her. She' sworried
about you.” Therewas along silence, then Jason took a step towards me, hisfists clenched. | smiled,
and flicked my wrigt so that the stungtick did into my hand and open, with the“On” switch under my
thumb and the tip a handbreadth from hisface. “ Back off, and shut the door,” | said, softly. “ Then tell me
what you're doing here, and I'll go.”

Jason took a step back from the stick, and shut the door behind him. “1t' svery smple,” he said,
siffly. “Not that it' sany of your goddamn business, but we' re here for atransplant. A laboratory here
has cloned anew leg for Tina”

“Youcan'tclonealeg.”

He shrugged. “Actudly, you can, but only as part of amore or less complete body, minus most of the
brain. | know, thisisillegd in Audraia, but | don't see any difficulty in getting back home if the operation
was done here. It' s not as though we' re importing spare parts, or anything. We couldn’t tell her parents
because my father wouldn't trust them to keep it asecret; they might have tried to stop usif they’d
known where we were going. Thisway, it'sa—" He blanked for amoment.

“Fait accompli?’ | suggested. Niceto know that university Latin can be of some use.

“Exactly.”



“Thismust have been expensive.”

He shrugged. “ It was a present from my father. Now, will you get the fuck out of our room?’

| stared at him, unable to think of anything to say, and feding incredibly foolish. | fill didn’t trust him
or like him, but it seemed clear that I’d migudged him; | couldn’t have asked for a better sign that he
cared more about Tinathan about her amputation. | didn’t reglly have an opinion on cloning human
bodiesfor spare parts; I’ d never needed one before, nor ever expected to. | looked at Tinainstead; she
looked more innocent than an eighteen-year-old should, but | guess she’ d had a sheltered life. She
certainly didn’t seem to be under any duress, or in any danger, and she was obvioudy more scared of me
than shewas of him. | switched the stunstick off, and telescoped it down. “Sure,” | said, “but do mea
favor? Cal your mother, as soon asyou can?’

“I"'m not going home,” she said, with astonishing calm. “To Perth, yes, but not...” She reached out
and grabbed Jason’ s hand. | nodded.

“Good luck,” | said. “Sorry | disturbed you.” | waked back to my room, called Mrs. Hill, told her
Tinawas okay, and mailed her the photos. Then | pulled up the airline sites and booked myself on the
cheapest available flights back to Perth. That, it turned out, meant leaving Havana on Monday afternoon,
which | was happy to do.

| was still too jet-lagged to deep, so | decided to see some more of the city while |l had the chance. |
caught a crowded local bus, or guagua, to Habana Viga, and waked back towards the beach, just
looking around. The feding of history, of great events, of alove of beauty, of a certain exasperated but
not extinguished pride, was exactly unlike the feding | dways get from Perth or Mebourne. The sun was
setting by the time | reached the Ma econ; people were deserting the beach, but the boulevard was il
crowded. | noticed an attractive young woman, ateenaged girl and ababy standing by a poster
advertising the Sans Souci casino while they waited for the guagua. The baby was about ayear old, and
had obvioudy only recently learnt to walk. The girl looked about thirteen, and wore adoppy joe over her
tiny swimsuit; her legswere nearly aslong asthose of the scantily-clad woman depicted on the poster,
but she lacked the come-hither look. The woman—nher sster?—looked more appraisng, but | smiled
politely and walked past them. I’ ve nothing against sex workers, but glamour doesn't work on me any
more; once | know I’'m being lied to, I—

Something went click in my brain, very faintly, likeasmal thing suddenly dying. | turned around and
looked back at the poster, the girl, and the baby. Then | whispered, “Oh, shit,” and reached for my
phone.

| called the Eldorado, and asked to be put through to room 311. No reply. | asked the receptionist
when they’d left, telling her I’ d arranged to meet them for dinner and was running late. Their taxi had
arrived at six, she said. Did she know where they’ d gone? We hadn’t agreed on arestaurant beforehand.
No, shedidn’t know. | thanked her, hit the disconnect button, and wondered what to do next. It took me
more than aminute to remember the tracking tag on Tina s chair; unfortunately, the sgnd locator was
back in my room. | called Raphadl and asked him if he could pick me up.

The tag was an active transponder with limited battery power; | was able to activate it with the
locator, and we followed the signal towards the airport. “Do you know any hospitals out this way?”

Raphael shrugged. “No, mon. It the warehouse district.”

“Anything ds=?’

“Clubsand brothels,” he said, after amoment’ s hesitation. “Private, membersonly.”

“Fetishes?” Helooked blank, and the word wasn’t in my guidebook. “Kink? Weird shit?’

“I don’t know, mon. | never beeninsde.”

By triangulating the signals, we managed to pinpoint the source to an anonymous housein a
suspicioudy empty palm-lined street: no cars, no bicycles, not even kids playing stickball. Therewasa
large wooden door, aportale, set into awhitewashed stone wall, with balconies above it but no windows
on the ground floor. There was asmaller door in the portae, and a hatch a eyeleve ingdethissmall
door. Therewasno sign on or near the door—only asmall plague bearing the number 88—and the



archways on either side had been bricked up.

| thanked Raphadl, asked him to park the taxi a block away and wait, paid him, and stepped out into
the street under the cover of the palms.

| walked dowly around the block, hoping to find aback door. | didn’t unless the house immediately
behind number 88 was connected, which seemed likely; the doors and plagues seemed amost identical.
Both were apparently new, and probably impregnable to anything short of atank. Thewallsweretoo
smooth for meto climb up to the balconies. | watched Number 88 for about half an hour, fedling an utter
fool, when suddenly the smaller door opened and a heavily-built man stepped out and lit acigarro.
Whatever this place was, they didn’t dlow smoking inside. He was wearing drabpae green coverdls, a
hospital orderly’ suniform if | ever saw one. | watched him for afew seconds, then crossed the street and
walked towards him from hisblind sde. He turned and looked a me, alittle suspicioudy, when | was
about four metres away. | reached for my wallet, and said, “Hey. How much to go insde?’

He peered a me, and blew smoke into the street. “'Y ou got the wrong door. It's on the other side.”

“I'm sorry. Isn't thisthe hospita ?”

“Y eah, but—What' re you after?’

| pulled a$50 bill from my pocket with my left hand, and took a step closer. “ Just for afew minutes.”

The bill disappeared into his huge hand. “Not even afew seconds, if you don't tell me what you
want,” he said, and frowned. “Y ou areporter?’

“No, of coursenot,” | snapped. “1 just want—" | tried to think. What the hell was therein ahospital
that someone might want?“ Five minutesin the drug storeroom. That'sdl.”

Herolled hiseyes. “Thisisnt amarket. | can maybe get you what you want if you tell me, but you'll
have to come back in a couple hours, say nine o’ clock.”

“Okay. How much hyper will thisbuy me?’ | produced another two hills, and took another step
closer. Americans seem to believe that the Condtitution, if not the Old Testament, decreesthat dl their
banknotes must be the same size and colour, so you have to study the damn thingsto tell one dollar from
ahundred. The orderly was ill staring at the billsin my left hand when | did my stunstick out of my right
deeve and hit himin the temple. He fell againgt the door, then did to the ground. Asquickly as| could, |
did the stick back into my deeve, hauled the orderly across the street, stripped him of his uniform, and
retrieved my money. He was afew centimeters shorter than | was, but the uniform was loose enough that
it didn’t much matter. Shoes were more of a problem; hisweretoo small for me, and mine werethe
wrong color. Therewasn't much | could do about my complexion or hair, either—nondescript by
Australian or European standards, but unusudly pae for Cuba. The stun would wear off in afew minutes,
s0 | taped his mouth, feet and hands, then dashed across the street and closed the door behind me.

| found mysdf in a courtyard—an empty one, fortunately—uwith smooth concrete trackslaid over its
cobbles, decorative tilework at the tops of thewalls, and an elevator at thefar end. | couldn’t see any
cameras, and | didn't wastetimelooking. | listened at the nearest door. The clattering suggested a busy
kitchen, so | crossed the courtyard, and tried again. Silence. | opened the door, and stepped into an
unoccupied office. Again, no visible cameras, except the one over the monitor on the desktop. The
locator told me that Tinawas above me and to the northwest—or that her wheel-chair was,
anyway—and that the battery in the tag was running low. The far door was hinged to open inwards; |
listened at that, heard more silence. | opened it, and saw the corridor I’ d hoped for, leading to a
dtaircase. | was amost there when adoor opened behind me. | kept walking, hoping not to be noticed. It
didn’'t work. A man called something in Spanish. | kept walking. “Hey,” said the same voice, about four
meters behind me. “Stop.” | kept walking. “ Security, assholel” he said. Maybe | imagined the comma;
maybe that was histitle. Therewasafaint metalic click, and | turned around.

The security asshole was short, shorter than Sobieski, but even more outrageoudy muscled. The gun
in his hand was overkill, too; a Steyr machine-pistol, probably 10mm, with alaser Sght projecting alittle
red crossover my chest. “1 don't know you,” he said. “What're you doing in here?’

For thelife of me—and that seemed to be the stakes we were playing for—I couldn’t think of a
good liefor severd seconds, or even asafe verson of thetruth. “A friend of mineisinhere” | sad,
eventudly. “I need to see her.”



It wasn't very good, and I’ d obvioudy hesitated too long for him to believe anything | said. “Y eah?
Andwho'reyou?’

“My name' sNorman,” | replied. “Look, | paid the guy at the gate for the uniform. He said there
wouldn't be any problem.”

He sneered. “How much you got |eft?”

“A few hundred, US dallars. | don’'t know exactly.”

The sneer didn’t get any more friendly. “What do you want?’

“Y ou have awoman staying here; | want to talk to her.”

The sneer became an equdly hideousleer. “Tak?’

“Yes. She' syoung, pretty, blonde, oneleg.” | repeated that in Spanish; it wasaphrasel’d
memorized.

Heblinked. “I know the one,” he said.

| drew adeep breath. “I only need to see her for afew minutes,” | said. “I’ll give you $200.”

“Or | can shoot you and teke it.”

Shit. “Then dl you get isthe cash | have on me, and | don’t come back tomorrow with more.”

He seemed to consider this, then nodded. “ Okay.” Obvioudy agambler. “Upstairs. Slow.”

| walked up the stairs, and he stayed three to four metres behind me. Histhighsweren't so bulked up
that hewaddled, but | knew | could outrun him if it cameto that. | had afaint chance of surprisng himon
the landing, getting out of sight for long enough to draw my pistol out of my ankle holster, but that would
just have meant that we' d be armed and whoever was least rel uctant to shoot the other would do so. |
was't confident of killing or disabling him with a snap shot from a.380, even at point blank range, while
his Steyr was probably st to burst fire. He directed me to amezzanine floor with alow celling, then
down apoorly-lit corridor, then to adoor. “ She'sinthere,” he said. “ Drop your cash on the floor now,
andgoin. I'll tell you when you're out of time.”

| took four fifties out of my pocket. “ $200, fifteen minutes?’

“Five, unlessyou got more.”

“Not on me. I'll bring more tomorrow. $250 for ten minutes, every day until Wednesday. That'sa
thousand.”

He hesitated, then nodded.

| opened the door, and looked in, and stood there stunned.

The woman lying on the bed was blonde, true, and had only one leg—Hbuit it was her right leg, and
she was probably closer to thirty than nineteen. She was naked but for one black grip-top stocking. Her
eyeswere open, but shewasn't seeing me; in fact, | doubted she was seeing anything in the room. A thin
black cable ran from the back of her skull to asmall control box, and another cable ran from there to the
power socket in thewall. Apart from the bed, and asmal cabinet besideit, the only item of furniturein
the room was afolding whedlchair. | was ill staring when the security asshole opened the door and
walked in. “ Disconnect the gadget if you want,” he said, magnanimoudy. “ Her battery should befully
charged; more than enough for ten minutes.”

“Can | switchit off?’

“Interrupt the program? 'Y eah, there’ s a shut-off, but she won'’t thank you for using it. Bringing her
down dowly takes about haf an hour before she can make sense.”

| stared at her face; it looked vaguely familiar, and | suddenly remembered why. Her picture had
been on some of the websites I’ d seen; she' d done severd videos under the name Lorelal. “Thisway,
she stay's happy whatever happens,” said the asshole. “ She responds, too; fuck her, and she'll come on
likeyou're Mr. Universe. Shit, they won'’t even need to drug her when they cut her leg off. Better hurry,
your time swasting.”

“When arethey—" | couldn’t finish the sentence.

“Tomorrow, | think.” He glanced at hiswatch. “L ook, what' re you waiting for? Y ou want to talk to
her, talk!”

“Some privacy would benice,” | said, sourly. He shrugged, then turned away. | flicked the stunstick
out of my deeveasquickly as| could, but he must have heard the sound because he turned on his hedl



and brought the gun up. | hit him acrossthe wrist of hisgun hand, hoping it wouldn't cause him to spasm.
It didn’t knock him out, either—a periphera blow rarely does—but it temporarily killed hisright am
from fingertip to elbow.

Hetried to squeeze the trigger, but when his fingers wouldn’'t obey, he didn’t waste time; he swung
the pistol a my head with as much power and accuracy as he could muster. Maybe he' d been
stunsticked before, maybe he just guessed that a second blow to that arm wouldn't do any more damage
either way, it wasasmart move. | inginctively tried to parry, and the blow knocked the stunstick from
my hand. He grinned, and jabbed hisleft fist a my face. | ducked undernegath it and drove my own fist
into hisgroin, one part of the body where dl the weightlifting in the world won't build extramuscle. He
gasped and took a step back; it wasn’t much, but it gave me achanceto roll avay and make agrab for
the stungtick. If he' d been brighter, he might have thought to use hisleft hand to squeeze the trigger;
fortunately, hewasn’t, and didn’t. | scrambled back to my feet, sungtick at the ready, and feinted at his
left. He blocked with the gun, so | hit hisleft thigh instead, then sidestepped. He siwung around and
overbalanced, and | tapped hisleft shoulder on hisway down. | backed away from his scything right leg,
and squatted to draw the Grendedl. “Okay,” | said, pointing it at his crotch. “Normaly I'd ask you to
drop the gun, but | know you can't.”

“What' re you going to do?’

| shrugged. “I’'m either going to have to stun you or kill you before you regain use of your hands,
which will take about five minutes. So, if you answer some questionsfor me, | promise just to stun youl.
Okay?

The locator told me that the wheelchair was dmost directly above me, so | walked quickly but
quietly back to the staircase. | had the Steyr in one hand, having pried it from the security asshole’'s
fingers (not cold and dead, though I” d been tempted), and the locator in the other; not exactly
inconspicuous, but the security asshole had told me there was another heavily-armed security asshole
patrolling the building, and | wanted to be prepared. The next floor up had ahigher ceilling, amarble
floor, wider corridors and better lighting, and gave me astrong impression of having walked into soft
classfrom steerage. There was no one around, and the locator led me to alarge door with a stained glass
transom. | pocketed the locator and walked in without knocking. Tinawas Sittingupinbedina
trand ucent robe, a sheet pulled up to her waist; Jason sat on the far side of the bed, holding her hand.
Both looked around as | shut the door behind me, but froze when they saw the gun. “What the fuck are
you doing here?’ he asked.

| walked away from the door, standing in the far corner. “It took me half an hour to find the holein
your story,” | said, dowly. “ Of course, | wasn't looking very hard.”

“What hole?” asked Tina, warily.

“Your clone” | said. “Have you ever seen it?’

There was afew seconds silence that would have turned aknife. “They advised againgt it,” said
Jason, quietly. “ They said it would only upset us. It' snot like aheart or akidney, it's...” He shut his
mouth so suddenly that | heard histeeth click together; he' d worked it out. | turned to Tina. “How long
ago did you give them acell samplefor cloning?’

“April or May,” she said, and turned to Jason. “Wasn't it?’

“End of April,” hesad, tersdly.

“And it never occurred to ether of you to wonder how they could grow an adult human body in less
than ayear— Hell, in nine months? With bones long and strong enough to carry an adult’ sweight, and
that won't keep growing?’

“They grow kidneysinless...” said Jason, but histone was hallow and hisface wasturning red. He
seemed embarrassed, but also furious at my interference. Maybe he believed he had an exclusiveright to
protect Tina. Maybe that was part of the attraction.

“Yes” | replied. “For people who still have one working kidney. The transplant keeps growing—hbut
asmal kidney is better than none. A cloned heart takes more than ayear before it’ slarge enough to be
worth transplanting. Jesus, you' re supposed to know something about physiology and anatomy; didn't it



ever occur to you that thiswas alittle too easy? Don’'t you know what happensto the leg muscles of
coma patients? Did you ever wonder how they could make a brainless clone exercise? Weren't you at
least curious?’

“Thereign't aclone?’ asked Tina, uncertainly.

“I don't know,” | replied. “There might be, but that’ s not where your leg is coming from. There' sa
woman on the floor below you; if you stay here, you'll be getting her right leg. It should be fairly strong;
it' sthe only one she has. Shelost the left afew years ago, in afactory accident. Since then, she’ sbeen
making aliving doing porn for fetishists, under the name Lorele.” | glanced at Jason, noticed afaint
twinge of recognition.

“Isshedying?’

“No. She sold her leg to have her pleasure center wired so that she no longer cares. And they’ ve
promised her cloned legs, too—as soon as they can grow them. They may even betelling the truth;
someone has to be aguinea pig, right? In the meantime, she'll pay her way with afew more moviesand
some progtitution.” | shrugged. *Y ou don’t have to take my word for it. Y ou can insgst on seeing the
clone—but don’t be shocked if they say no. Me, I’ m getting out of here. Have anicelife.”

“Wait,” said Tina, before| could move. “Can | seethis— Lorde?”’

“Yes” | said. “But she'sin aworld of her own, unableto talk. The guard who told me mogt of thisis
unconscioustoo. I'll show you the way.”

“That won't be necessary,” shereplied, sadly. “I just wanted to be sure you weren't lying. Can you
get me out of here?’

| smiled. “It'd be my pleasure.”

“Wait!” shouted Jason, then drew a deep breath. “Honey, look, you' re turning down achance at a
leg. Evenif thisgtory isn't dl bullshit, which it probably is, thiswoman’ s dreaedy agreed, she' sbeen paid,
shethinks she' Il be better off thisway—"

“No!” snapped Tina. “His story makes sense, and no one' slosing aleg for my sake.” She reached
for the handhold above her bed, and hauled hersdlf up. “ Are you coming with us?’

Jason hesitated. | knew he could still cause ashitload of trouble by calling for security; he might be
deluded enough to think that if he could prevent Tinaescaping, he might change her mind...or maybe
have her operated on without her consent, hoping that she' d be grateful later. Maybeif | could make him
think of Lorelei asahuman, not a collection of spare parts, it would save me having to stunstick him. He
gared & me for what fdlt like much too long, then looked imploringly at Tina. She met hisgaze levelly,
and | redlised that shewasfar, far stronger than him. “Okay,” he said, then glanced down and saw the
red cross of the laser sight blazing just above hisright knee. | smiled, then pointed the Steyr at the floor
asthe blood drained away from hisface. “Okay,” | echoed. “Let’sgo. Tina, have you ever used agun?’

“Yes” | reached for my ankle holster, handed her the Grendd. “But not in years, and not apistol.”

“I have,” said Jason, his voice hollow but crisp.

| ignored him. “Takeit anyway,” | told her, “but keep it out of sight. Jason, carry the bags, and stay
infront. I'll push the chair.”

“Why meinfront?’

“Because they won't dare shoot you; you' re worth too much money. It dso means|’mlessvisible
from the front, and leaves me free to protect our rear.” | turned away from Tinawhile she dressed, but
kept an eye on him. “Whenever you're ready.”

Theclinic's security system was obviousy designed to discourage intruders, not escapees, and we
made it to the street without mishap. | was delighted to find | hadn’t migudged Raphadl; he started
driving towards us while we were halfway acrossthe street. The small door opened again just before he
reached us, and the barrel of agun appeared. | fired aburst into the portale, sending chipsflying, and the
barrel withdrew hatily. “Okay, you push her! Dump the chair if you haveto. I’ll hold them off. Hurry,
before they think to come around from the other sde!”

Jason grabbed the handles of the chair and ran; he was faster than | would’ ve expected, but then, I'd
forgotten he was an athlete and bardly haf my age. | backed away from the door dowly, waiting for the



gun to re-appear; | heard the Lada stop afew metres away, and the doors open. | walked towardsthe
sound of the engine and their voices, not looking over my shoulder until | heard the unmistakable sound
of flesh on flesh. Raphael drove the car towards me, swerving &t the last minute. “ Need acab, mon? This
boy wanted to leave you behind, but | said | already had afare.” | looked in the rear view mirror as|
climbed into the front seat. Jason’s nose was bleeding, and there was the distinct shape of fingers across
onecheek. “I didn’t hit him,” said Raphad!, grinning. “Where to, mon?’

| turned to Jason and Tina. “ Do you have your passports? Y our tickets?” Nods. “Didn’'t leave
anything essentid at the Eldorado? 1 don’t mean expensive, | mean essentiad—any-thing they can’t just
ship back to you.”

“No,” Tinareplied, before Jason could speak.

“Good. Straight to the airport.” | gave Raphael the weapons as part of histip and promised to show
him around Perth if he was ever in the area, then Tina, Jason and | caught the first available flight to
Miami. They stayed in the Park Centrd, | took asingle at the Hostel International, and | didn’t see Jason
aganuntil | visted himin hisofficein March.

There was apicture of Tinaon his desk, the portrait he' d taken in May. She looked happy to see
me. Hedidn't.

“What do you want now?’ he said, glowering as| leaned againgt his doorway. “Haven't you been
paid?’

“Yes”

“Then you' ve aready cost us enough,” he snapped. “Y ou know Tina s gone?’

“Her mother told me shewas okay,” | said. Her parents had separated as well, and the housein
Dakeith had been sold. “ She said she had aflat not far from here, but she wouldn't tell me the address.”

“Shewon’t seeme,” said Jason, veering from anger to self-pity. “I phone her every day or two, but
that' sas close as she'll let me get. Have you seen her?”

| did my best to ook innocent, even though it hardly ever works. “1 don’t even know her phone
number,” | said, which wastrue. “Look, | still have afew questions. Who told you about the clones, the
hospital ?”

“Get fucked.”

| shook my head. “It must’ ve been someone you trusted. How did you pay?’ He glared. “Okay,
how did your father pay? Or did he leave it to someone like Norman?’

“I don't know,” he said—sharply, but probably truthfully.

“And he didn’'t check thisout? Y our father does’t have areputation for being that trusting,
especidly when the procedure must have cost asmal fortune.” A scowl. “ Do you know who owns that
dinic?

“No. Do you?’

“No, but I'm looking intoit.” With help from Ratcliffe and Teri, of course. “Y ou see, it occurred to
me that while it was an expendgve procedure, Tinawould have been very effective asawaking
advertisement for the clinic, without her even having to know it. A beautiful young woman, escorted by
one of the country’ s mogt digible bachelors, afew picturesin the socia pages and the supermarket
tabloids, rumors on the web about an expensive and exclusivellittle surgery...”

He snorted. “Y eah, well, you're one hell of adetective, aren’t you? Jesus, you can’'t evenfind agirl’s
phone number!”

| shrugged. | had seen Tinarecently, though neither in the flesh nor over the phone. Sometimes she
walked into my dreams, sometimes she' d away's been there, waiting for me. “I’ll find it when | need it,” |
replied. “ And she knows how to find me. Don’t bother getting up; | can find my own way out.”

He nodded and said, amost inaudibly, “1 do love her, Mr. Horne.” | didn’t reply. The portrait
watched mewak away. He didn't.

TheMarriage of



Sky and Sea

CHRISBECKETT

Chris Beckett is a writer and now a university lecturer in Cambridge, England (though not at
Cambridge University but at the “ possibly marginally less famous’ Anglia Polytechnic
University). Until a couple of years ago he was a social worker. He has published twelve SF
storiesto date, all in Interzone, since 1990. “ More stories of mine should appear in Interzone this
year,” he says. “ Admirable magazine! Great for people like me.” Last year a story of Beckett's
(“ Valour”) was included in this anthology, and this year he appears again.

His short fiction to date is of high quality, thoughtful, tending to present complex
philosophical problems on a human scale. “ Although | am interested in science, and am the son of
scientists, science and the future per se has never been the principal focus of my stories. | am
interested in human beings and their struggles. This story, for example, is as much about intimacy
(and how we both long for it and fear it) asit is about anything else.” This story is also about
different kinds of knowledge.

“They say,” mused Clancy, looking down on a planet enmeshed by strands of light, “that Cosmopolisis
the city on which the sun never sets. It’ strue because the city encircles an entire planet. But in any case
sunrise and sunset are an irrelevance in Cosmopolis because thereis no one watching . Thecity's
inhabitants live in absorbing worlds of their own construction and have no attention to spare for that
rather bare space under the sky which they call, dismissively, the surface.”

Here he paused.

“Have we finished dictation for now?” enquired Com.

“Wait,” sad Clancy.

Com waited. Having no limbs, Com had no choice. Its smooth yellow egg-shape fitted comfortably
into Clancy’ s hand.

“I am awriter and atraveler,” continued Clancy, reclining on cushionsin asmall dome-shaped room,
its celling a hemisphere of gars. “1 am atypica Cosmopolitan soul in many ways, restless, unable to
settle, hungry for experience, hungry to feed the gap where love and meaning should be.”

He considered.

“No. Delete that last sentence. And I’ ve had achange of heart about our destination. Instruct Sphere
to head for the Aristotle Complex. There are severa worlds out there which I’ ve been meaning to check

Com did asit was asked in athree-microsecond burst of ultrasound.

“Message received and implemented,” said Sphere to Com, in the same high-speed code. “Shall |
send standard notification?”

“Did you wish to notify anyonein the city about your new destination?’ Com asked Clancy.

“Hmm,” said Clancy, with an odd smile, “that’ s an interesting question. And the answer, interestingly,
isno. Take another note, Com, for the book.”

He leant back with his hands behind his head.

“Ten thousand kilometres out,” he dictated, “1 changed my destination so no one could find me if
anything went wrong. | wanted to disappear. | wanted to dispense with the safety net, to get a sense of
what it must have been like for those settlersin the fourth millennium, setting out on their one-way journey
out into the unknown.”

He considered, then shrugged.

“Right, Com. At this point add a chapter about the Aristotle Complex. What we know of the early
setlers, their motives, their desire to escape from decadence. .. and so on. Themes: findlity, no turning
back, taking risks, acomplete break with the past.”

“Neo-romantic style?’



“Neo-romantic stroke factual hard-boiled. Oh and include three poetic sharp-edge sentences. Just
three. Low adjective count.”

“Okay. Shdll | read it through to you?’ said Com, having composed a chapter of 2,000 words
without causing agap in the conversation.

“Not now,” said Clancy. “I’m not in the mood. Get me adinner fixed will you, and something to
watch on screen. How long will it betill we reach the Complex?’

“The distance is about five parsecs. It'll take three days.”

It was not the first voyage of thiskind that Clancy had made. Thiswas his career. Hetravelled done
tothe“lost worlds,” he got to know them: their way of life, their myths, their beliefs. And then he returned
with a book.

Returning with the book was his particular trademark. The completed book went on sde, in
electronic form, at the exact same moment that he stepped out of his sphere. It had become a publishing
event. He sold amillion within an hour and became the city’ s most talked-about celebrity. Theliterary
spaceman: brave, elegant, alone. He attended al the most fashionable parties. He invariably embarked on
aloveaffair with at least one beautiful and brilliant woman.

And when the love affair grew cold—asit dways did, for there was a certain emptinesswhere his
heart should be— and when he sensed that he had reached the end of the city’ sfickle concentration
span, he would go off once more into space.

He had afear of being trapped, of being tied down, of becoming ordinary.

“Thefirgt gpproach to asettled planet,” said Clancy, “isauniquely humbling experience. Hereare
human beings whose ancestors have gone about their lives without any reference to the universe outside
for 30 generations. Invariably, in the absence of the vast pyramid of infrastructure on which modern
society rests, their technology has become very basic. Invariably the story of their origins has been
compacted into some legend. They have had more practica thingsto worry about for the last thousand
years. My arrival, however it ismanaged, isinevitably acultura bombshel. Their liveswill never bethe
sameagan.”

He considered. They had reached the Aristotle Complex an hour ago. Sphere was now using the
short cut of non-Euclidean space to legp from star to star and planet to planet, looking for inhabited
worlds, very quickly but mechanicaly, like Com searching the Cosmopolitan Encyclopediafor asingle
word.

“Some say that for thisreason | should not disturb them. Thisis surely poppycock. On that argument
no human being would ever visit another’ s home, no one would talk to another, let done take therisk of
love. Not that | ever do take that risk of course.”

Hefrowned. “ Delete that last sentence.”

“Deeted. Sphere has found an inhabited planet.”

A fisher king was fishing in hiswatery world when the sphere came through the sky. Standing in the
prow of hisfine longboat, the tall, bearded upright king watched aslver ball, like atiny, immaculate
moon, descending towards hisidand home. And his household warriors, sitting at their oars, groaned and
muttered, watching the sphere and then turning to look at him to see what he would do.

Aware of their gaze and never once fatering as he played his hereditary role, he ordered them to cut
away the nets and row at once for the shore.

When Clancy emerged, his sphere perched on itstripod legs on the top of atall headland, it was
mainly women and children who were standing round him. Most of the men were out at sea.

Heamiled.

“I won't harmyou,” he said, “1 want to be your friend.”

Thewords didn’t matter much of course. After dl thistime these fisher-people had evolved a
completely new language. It was sdty as seaweed, full of the sound of water.



“Iglop!” they said. “Waarshadeesh!”

Clancy smiled again. They were pleasant-looking people, hedthy-looking and well fed. Men and
women dike went bare from the waist up, and wore kilts of some sedl-like skin.

“Sky!” said Clancy pointing upwards.

“Seal” (he pointed) “Man!”

It took them awhile to grasp the game, but then they did so with gusto, drawing closer to the strange
man in hisrainbow clothes, and to his strange silvery globe.

“Eyes” said Clancy. “Nose. Mouth.”

“Erlash,” they called out. “Memaarsha. Vroom.”

Hidden in Clancy’ s pocket, Com took dl thisin, comparing every utterance with its database of the
language of the settlers before they set out athousand years ago.

Com knew that there are regularities in the way that languages change. Sounds migrate together
acrossthe paate like flocks of birds. Meanings shift over the spectrum from particular to generd,
concrete to abstract, in orderly and measurable ways. Com formed 5,000 hypotheses a second, tested
each one, discarded mogt, elaborated afew. By the time the fisher king arrived with hiswarriors and his
long robe, Com was dready able to have ago at trandating.

It was as the king approached that Clancy first became redlly aware of the massive presence of the
moon.

“| was on arocky promontory of the idand. Beyond the excited faces, beyond the approaching king,
was a glittering blue sea dotted with dozens of other idands. But dl thiswas dwarfed by theimmense
pink cratered sphere above, filling up atenth part of the entire sky.

“What isour moon in Cosmopolis? A faint smudge in the orange gloom above aventilation shaft? A
pal e blotch behind the rooftop holograms? We glance up and notice it for amoment, briefly entertained
perhaps by the thought that there isaworld of sorts outside our own, and then turn our attention back to
our more engrossing surroundings.

“But thiswastruly acdestid sphere, agigantic bal of rock, hanging above us, dominating the sky. |
had known of its size before | landed but nothing could have prepared me for the sight of it.

“I had yet to experience the titanic ocean tides, the papable gravity shifts, the daily solar eclipses, but
| knew thiswas aworld ruled over by its moon.”

Clancy paused and took asip of red wine, seated comfortably in hisimpregnable sphere where he
hed retired, aswas his custom, for the night. He had declined an invitation to dine with the King, saying
that he would do the feast more justice the following evening. The truth was the first encounter was
aways extremely tiring and he needed rest. And dien food aways played havoc with his digestion the
firgt time round, guaranteeing adeegpless night.

“Com,” he said, “prepare me a database of lunar myths.”

He considered.

“And one on lunar poetry, and one on references to unusua moons round other inhabited worlds.”

“Done. Do you want meto...?’

“No, carry on with dictation.”

“TheKing isagenuindy impressveindividud. Hisvoice, hisposture, his sharp grey eyes, everything
about him speaks of his supreme self-assurance. He has absolutely no doubt at all about either hisright or
his ability to bein charge. And why should he? As he himsdf calmly told us, heisthe descendant of an
ancient union between sky and sea. He greeted me asalong-lost cousin...”

Clancy heditated. A shadow crossed hismind.

“I pin them out like fucking butterflies!” he exclaimed. | dissect them and pin them out! Why can't |
let anything just live?”

Com was senditive to emotiona fluctuations and recognized this one, not from the insde of course
but from the outside, as a pattern it had observed before.

“Thefirst day isaways extremely tiring,” Com suggested gently. “In the past we' ve found that a



cortical relaxant, awarm drink and deep...”

“Y es, whatever we do, let’ s not face the emptiness,” growled Clancy, but he seemed to acquiesce at
firgt, collecting the pill and the drink dispensed by Sphere, and preparing to settle into the bed that
unfolded from thefloor...

Then“No!” heexclaimed, tossing the pill asde. “If | can't fed at least | can fucking think. Come on,
Com, let’s do some work on thetheme. Listen, | haveanidea...”

Lying with two of his concubinesin hisbed of animd skins, thefisher king was dso kept awake by a
hectic stream of thoughts. His mind was no less quick than Clancy’ sbut it worked in avery different
way. Clancy thought like an acrobat, atightrope waker, nimbly baancing above the void. But the king
moved between large solid chunks of certainty. Annihilation was an externd threet to be fought off, not
an exigentia holeinsde.

He thought of the power of the strange prince in his sphere. He thought about his own sacred
bloodline and the kingdom which sustained it. All hislife he had deftly managed threats from other idand
powers, defeating some in war, making alies of others through exchanges of gifts or daves, or bonds of
marriage. But how to play avisitor who came not from across the seain the long-boat but down from the
sky inakind of silver moon?

He woke one of the concubines. (He was awidower and had never remarried).

“Fetch me my chamberlain. | want to take hisadvice!”

“There arethree kinds of knowledge,” Clancy said, “let’ s cdl them Deep Knowledge, Slow
Knowledge and Quick Knowledge. Degp Knowledge is the stuff which has been hardwired into our
brains by evolution itsdf; the stuff we are born with, the stuff that animas have. It changesin the light of
experience, like other knowledge, but only over millions of years. Sow Knowledge is the accumulation
of traditions and traditiond techniques passed down from generation to generation. It too changes,
evolving gradualy as some traditions fade and others are dowly eaborated. But, at the consciousleve,
those who transmit Slow Knowledge see themselves not asinnovators but as preservers of wisdom from
the past. Quick knowledge is the short cut we have latterly acquired in the form of science, away of
speeding up the trial-and-error process by making it systematic and self-conscious. It isathousand, a
million times quicker than Slow Knowledge, and abillion, billion times speedier than Degp Knowledge.
But unlike them it works by objectivity, by stepping outsde athing.

“Deep, Slow and Quick: we could equate them to rock and seaand air. Rock doesn’t move
perceptibly at al. Seamoves but stays within its bounds...”

Helaughed, “Morewine, Com, thisis good. Get this: Cosmopolitans are creatures of air, anadyticd,
empiricd, technological; lost-worlders are typicaly creatures of the sea. They dl are, but these guys here
areliteraly s0. So here’ sthe book title: The Meeting of Seaand Sky. See? It tiesin with the king' sorigin
myth!”

“That was amarriage of seaand sky,” observed Com.

Clancy had retired for the night atop a headland overlooking awide bay, where a coasta village of
wattle huts squatted near the water’ s edge. But in the morning there was no seain sight. A plain of mud
and rocks and pools stretched as far as the horizon and groups of tiny figures could be seen wandering dl
over it with baskets on their backs.

The moon was on the far side of the planet, taking the ocean with it. The sky was open and blue.
And when he climbed down the steps (watched by asmal crowd which had been waiting there since
dawn) Clancy found that he was appreciably heavier than he had been the previous day.

Followed closely by the fascinated crowd—made up mainly of children and old people—Clancy
went down from the headland to what had been the bay. A group of women were just coming off the
mud flats with their baskets laden with shdllfish. He smiled at them and started to walk out himself onto
themud.

Behind him came gasps and stifled incredulous laughs.



Clancy stopped.

“Isthereaproblem?’ Clancy had Com ask. (Everyone was diverted for awhile by the wondrous
talking egg). “Isthere some danger that | should be aware of 7’

“No, no danger,” they answered.

But why then the amazement? Why the laughter? They stared, incredulous.

“Because you are aman!” someone burst out at length. Clancy was momentarily nonplussed, then he
gavealittle laugh of recognition.

“I'vegot it, Com. Their reaction is exactly the one | would get if | headed into the women’ stoiletsin
some shopping mdl.”

He addressed the crowd.

“So men don't go on the mud when the tideis out?”

People laughed more easily now, certain that he was merely teasing them.

“These things are different where | come from,” said Clancy. “Y ou' re telling me that only women
here go out on the mud?’

A very old woman came forward.

“Only women of course, That isawoman’srealm. Surdly that is obvious?’

“And aman’srealmiswhere?’

The woman wasirritated, feeling he was making afool of her.

“To men belongs the sea under the moon,” she snapped, withdrawing back into the crowd.

“Seaand sky, seaand sky,” muttered Clancy to Com, “it’s coming together nicely.”

The book was the thing for him. Redlity was smply the raw materid.

That night the king piled the choicest pieces of meat on Clancy’ s plate and filled hismug again and
again with athick brew of fermented seaweed. Clancy’ s tomach groaned in anticipation of anight of
struggling to unlock the unfamiliar proteins of an dien biologicd line, but he acted the appreciative gues,
telling tales of Cosmopolis and other worlds, and listening politely asthe king' s poets sang in praise of
their mighty lord, the “moon-tall whale-dayer, gatherer of idands, favoured son of sky and sea”

Ashelay inthe early hours, trying to get rest if not actual deep, Clancy became aware of anew
sound coming from outs de—a creaking, snapping sound—and he got up to investigate.

He emerged from his sphere to an astonishing sight. Over at the eastern horizon, the enormous moon
wasrigng over areturning sea. Brilliant turbulent water, luminous with pink moonlight, was sweeping
towards him across the vast dark space where the women had yesterday hunted for crabs.

But the creaking, snapping sound was much nearer to hand.

“What isthat?" Clancy asked.

The king had posted awarrior as guard-of-honour to Clancy’ s sphere and the man was now deepily
scrambling to hisfeet.

“What isthat sound?’ Clancy asked him, holding out Com, hisyellow egg.

The sound was so ordinary to the man that he could not immediately understand what it was that
Clancy meant. Then he shrugged.

“It’ sthe moon tugging &t the rocks.”

“Of course,” exclamed Clancy, “of course. With amoon that Sze, even the rocks have tides that can
befdt.”

He walked to the edge of the headland. He heard another creaking below him and alittle stone
didodged itsalf and rattled down the precipice.

“Lunar erosgon,” he observed with asmile.

Thewarrior had come up beside him.

“It tugs a your soul too,” he volunteered. “ Makes you long for things which you don’t even know
what they are. No wonder the women stay indoors under the moon. It tugs and tugs and if you' re not
careful, it'll pull your soul right out of you and you' Il be another ghost up therein that dead dry place and
never again know the seaand the solid land.”



Having made this speech, the young man nodded firmly and wandered back to his post at the foot of
Clancy’ s steps.

“Wow,” breathed Clancy, “good stuff! Did you record dl that?’

Of course Com had.

The moon had nearly cleared the horizon now. It towered above the world. The wattle huts below
were bathed in its soft pink light and the water once morefilled up the bay.

“Take anote, Com. | said we in Cosmopolis had forgotten our moon, but actualy | think our moon
has gobbled us up. After so many centuries of asking for the moon, we have...”

“...wehave...?

“Forget it. | think I’'m going to be sck.”

“I visgted aquarry,” Clancy dictated, aweek into his stay, “alittle dry dusty hollow at theidand's
heart, where half a dozen men were facing and stacking stone. It was the middle of the day but quite
dark, due to one of the innumerable eclipses, so they were working by the light of whae-ail flares. The
chief quarryman was a short, leathery fellow in aleather apron, his hands white with rock dust. | asked
him why he worked there rather than on the sealike most of the other men. He had some difficulty
understanding what | was asking him at first, then shrugged and said his father had worked there, and his
grandfather and great-grandfather. It was hisfamily’ sallotted role. (A dow knowledge approach to life,
you see, a sea knowledge approach. Any Cosmopolitan would want to demonstrate that hisjob was
chosen by himsdlf.)

“But | redized that my question had |eft the man with some anxiety about how he was perceived. He
stood there, this funny, leathery human mole, and stared intently a my face for afull minute asif there
was writing there which he was trying to reed.

“‘Itisntonthesea’ hesaid at length, ‘but it'sreal moon work! No women are ever alowed
here’ And he told me that there were some rocks they only attempted to shift right under the moon. The
grain of the tide going through the rock made the strata more brittle. Hit the rock in the right place under
the moon and it would suddenly snap. Hit it any other time and it remained stubbornly hard. With some
rocks, he said, it is enough to heat the rocks with fire when the moon is up, and they fly apart into blocks.
It was real moon work dl right.

“So | told him that | had no doubts whatever about his manhood.”

Clancy paused.

“Y ou know, Com, | think we' ve got nearly enough materia aready. We just need one more
episode, one more event to somehow bring the themes alive. Whatever ‘dive is”

He got up, paced around the tiny space of Sphere' sleisure room.

“What isthe point of al this? Back and forth across empty space, belonging nowhere, an outsider in
the lost worlds, an outsider in Cosmopalis, no one for company but a plastic egg. What are my books
but menta wallpaper?’

Com conferred with Sphere by ultrasound, then suggested a glass of wine.

Clancy snorted. “Y ou and Sphere dways want to pour chemicals down me, don’'t you? Come on,
back to work. Resume dictation.”

Next day when the tide was out, Clancy got into conversation with harpooneer, ady, Snuous,
thin-faced man, with to fingers missing from an encounter with one of the big whale-like crestureswhich
he hunted under every moon.

Aswith the quarryman, Clancy asked the man why he did the work he did, and received exactly the
same answer: hisfather, grandfather and great-grandfather had done the same. Then Clancy asked him
would he not like to have a choice of profession?

When Com trandated, the man did not seem to understand.

“I know the word for choicein the context, say, of selecting afish from apile,” Com explained to
Clancy. “But it does not seem to be meaningful to use thisword in the context of a person’s occupation.

“Okay,” said Clancy, “ask him likethis. Ask him does he prefer hisade sty or sweet? Ask him



whether he prefers whale meat fresh or dried? Ask him does he prefer to fish when the sunis hot or
whenitiscloudy? Then ask him, how would it be if someone had said to him when he was a child, would
he rather be a quarryman, a harpooneer or afisherman with nets?’

Com tried this. The old man replied to each question until the last. Then he burst out laughing.

“They smply have no concept of choosing their ownway inlife,” Clancy recorded later. “They
follow therole dlotted to them by birth and don’t resent it because it has not occurred to any of them that
anything else could be a poss bility. How would they react if they could come to the city, and see people
who have chosen even their own gender, changed their size, their skin, the colour of their eyes?’

He considered.

“Thereis something idyllic about their position. In some respects, in any case, they are spared the
burden of Free Will. Even marriage partners, | gather, are dlocated according to complicated rulesto do
with clan and status, with no reference whatever to individua choice. | see no evidence that people here
arelesshappy thanin our city. In fact acertain kind of fretfulness, found everywherein the city, istotaly
missing here, even though lifeis certainly not easy for those dlocated the roles of dave, say, or concubine
or witch...”

He considered this. Com waited.

“Itisthisidyll of an ordered, smplelife (isn't it?) which the city pays me so well to seek out. Not that
anyonewantsit for themsdf. Thislife would bore any Cosmopolitan to death in aweek. But they liketo
know it isthere, like childhood. ..

“By the way, one new thing the harpooneer told me. He asked me when | would meet theking's
daughters. | told him I didn’t know the king had daughters and he laughed and said there were three, and
no one could agree which was the most beautiful.”

Clancy dined that evening on the high tablein the hdl of the king, with dl the king' swarriors ranged
on benches below. In the middle of the room the carcass of an entire whale was being turned on aspit by
household daves. The whole space wasfull of the great beast’ s mesety, fatty heat.

“Wahitawahiteh zloosh,” chanted the king' s poets on and on, “wamineh weyopladroosh!...”

Clancy leant towards the king.

“Your mgesty, | am told that you have three very beautiful daughters. | hope | will have the pleasure
of meeting them.”

The effect of thison the king was unexpectedly dectrifying. Hejolted instantaneoudy into his most
forma mode— and, seeing this, the entire hal full of warriorsfell suddenly silent.

“Prince from the sky, | am most honoured that you should ask. They will be made ready at once.”

He cdled to aservant, gave urgent orders and dismissed him with an imperious wave. The warriors
began their talking and their shouting once again.

“An hour passed,” Clancy dictated later, “and then asecond. The warriors grew restless, wriggling
on their bencheslike naughty children. The whale carcass, what was | €ft of it, grew cold. Thekingand |,
whose relationship consisted entirely of exchanging information, ran out of thingsto say to each other,
and he eventualy gave up al attempt at conversation, sinking into histhoughts, turning agold ring round
and round on hisfinger, and from time to timejolting himself awake and pressng more sea-weed deon
me

“I began to wonder whether there had been some mistake. Surely it could not take that long for the
princesses to be made ready? Had they been summoned from some other idand? Had | perhaps
completely misunderstood what was going on? But Com assured me thét, yes, the king had said his
daughters were being got ready.

“Another hour passed. | endured the king's poets repeating their repertoire for the third time.

(* Wahitawahiteh zloosh/ wamineh weyopladroosh! ..." repesated after every one of 23 verses!)

“And then adoor opened at the end of the dais, dl the warriors lumbered to their feet, and theking's

three daughterswereled in.”



At thispoint in his narration, Clancy asked for wine.

Sphere poured it for him.

“The harpooneer had not lied to me, al three princesses were indeed beautiful and it wasn't hard
now to see why they had taken so long. Their hair was plaited, ribboned and piled in elaborate structures
on their heads, their bodies, bare to the waist, had been freshly painted in the most intricate designs of
entwined sea plants and sea creatures.

“They came round the table and knelt behind my seet, the youngest first, her sstersbehind. Then, at
aword from the king, the youngest daughter stood up, offered her hand to me briefly and went to stand
behind him. The second daughter did the same. And then the third, the olde<t...”

Clancy gulped down hiswine and went across to the dispenser for more. He was agitated, scared.

“Whét the hell isthat feding?’ he demanded. “It'snot likelugt at all, but you can’'t cdl it love, not
when you don’t know the person. It’ s like aburied longing for some kind of sweetness, which wetry to
stifle beneath worldliness and weariness and dl the busy pointless tasks we lay upon our salves. And
suddenly a person touchesit for some reason and it erupts, al focused on that one person, her lovely sad
intelligent eyes, her unconscious grace. ..”

He checked himsdif.

“What aload of crap! What do | know about her except her face? What isit | want from that face?
What can aface give me? What is aface except muscle and skin? Damn it, it means nothing, nothing! It's
al just atrick played on us by biology!”

“Arewe dill doing dictation?’” Com politely enquired.

“No of coursewe aren't, you plagtic prat!”

Clancy swallowed the wine in one gulp and shoved the empty cup straight back into the dispenser for
more.

“Okay, let’sadmit it. The oldest daughter, Wayeesha. When | met her eyesit fdt asif something
passed between us, some recognition, some hope that it might not always be necessary to be so...s0
terribly alone. It'sdl crap, of course: she' s not much more than half my age, she's been brought up to
marry someiron age warlord on some blesk littleidand. We don't even spesk the same language.”

He downed the third cup of winein one, with alittle shudder.

“All that we might possibly havein common is some kind of longing to escape ...”

“Sometimes it helpsto talk about what happened,” said Com, after a ten-microsecond conference
with Sphere. “Perhapsif you finished the story...”

“Oh for God' s say spare me your second-hand wisdom you sanctimoniousrattle!” exclamed
Clancy.

But in spite of that he sat down again and carried on.

“So then when dl three women were standing behind the king' s chair, he smiled proudly & me and
asked me whether or not they were indeed as beautiful as people had told me. Of course | said yes.

“ ‘That'sgood, hesaid, ‘and now the choiceisentirely yours’

“I suppose | had been rather naive, but until that point, | hadn’t understood that when | asked to see
his daughters he had assumed that | wanted one of them for awife.”

Again Clancy jumped to hisfest.

“Damnit, Com, thisisintolerable. One minute | wasfaling for awoman in away that seemed scary
and new to me, the very next minute | was being offered her hand in marriage. How could anyone dedl
with that? | played for time, of course. | said that in my own world aman deegpson adecison likethat. ..
Delete that whole paragraph. Y ou rewriteit. Leave out the nonsense about my persona fedings. Just
describe her as very attractive and tempting. Generic rather than personal. Worldly rather than
sentimentd. Low adjective count.”

“Done. Shall | read it back to you?’

“Later...It' smaddening. Thisis precisay the event | needed to bring the book together. The
marriage of sky and seal The pacetraveler fdlsin love with the daughter of afisher king. What could
be better! Damn! Damn! Why has redlity always got to be so awkward.”



“Goon,” said Com, who was agood listener.

“I mean it might make agood book, but if I marry her | can’t just go back to the city with the book,
can 1?1 haveto go back with her. How would it look if I bring back some kid half my age who doesn't
even know how to read or write?I’ll ook like adirty old man.”

“Don't forget,” said Com, who had filed and indexed everything they’ d learnt about the loca culture,
“that hereit isthe man who movesto live with the woman. Women are not alowed to crossthe sea”

“So | couldn’t take her back with me? Y es, that’ strue. And if amarriage fails here aman returnsto
hisown idand doesn't he?”’

Clancy sat down, picked up the yellow egg and turned it over in his hands.

“You may look like akid srattle, Com, but you have your uses. | could marry her here, and if things
didn’t work out, which of course they won't after awhile, | can take off home. No harm done, alovely
honeymoon, and a nice sad end for the story. Sky and seatry to marry, but in the end they just don’t
mix. Spaceman hasto be free, even at the price of londliness and alienation. Ocean princess hasto be
with her people...”

Then he frowned. He was very cold and empty inside, but not wholly without scruples. He was
concerned, at any rate, with how his actions might be seen.

“But that isjust using her, isn'tit?1 can’t do that. My readerswouldn’t likeit. They don’t expect me
to be an angd, but they do expect acertain... integrity. Damn.”

Hethought for awhile.

“And anyway sheis so beautiful, and so sad. | don't want to...”

A thought occurred to him.

“By the way, | meant to ask you. When she shook my hand she said something, very quietly, so no
one else could hear. What wasit?’

“ Eesha zhu moosha—you have my heart. Do you want meto play it back asshesad it?’

“No!” Clancy jumped up asif he had been stung. He was shaking with fear.

“Ohadl right,” hewhispered, shrinking back down, asif in anticipation of ablow, “go on, play it
back.”
When he had heard it, he wept: just two tears, but tears dl the same, such as he hadn’t shed for

years.

“Damnit, Com, I'll doit. Inthis culture marriageisdl about using people. It won't do her any harm
to have been married to the Sky man! I'm going to bloody do it. Do it and be damned for once.”

Heglared at the yellow egg asif it had questioned his action.

“Don’'t worry,” hesaid, “I’'ll make the book come out right somehow.”

Down in the wattle-and-daub settlement the fisher king had alookout post beside hishall. It
consisted of two tree-trunksfixed cleverly end to end, with asmall crows -nest at the top. He invited
Clancy up there on the night before the wedding to watch as the other grooms arrived from across the
sea

Weddingsin the searworld were commund affairs, taking place on asingle day just once ayear.
Bonfires burned al along the beach. Under ahuge half-moon that dwarfed the idand and made the sea
itself seem smdll, canoes gppeared in the distance among the glittering waves, first of dl asfaint dark
smudges and then gradudly growing more distinct as they gpproached the land and the firdight. Each one
was cheered as it approached and, asthey drew close to the beach, the king’ swarriors waded out into
the seato greet the new arrivas and help to drag the boats ashore.

Clancy turned to the king and smiled. It was a magnificent spectacle.

Theking laughed.

“And now,” he said, “the burning of the boats.”

Heraised hisarms and gave asignd to hisfollowers on the beach, who a once set to, dragging the
canoes one after another onto the fires. The grooms objected ritually and had to be ritualy restrained, but
therewasalot of laughter. It wasclearly dl in fun.

Clancy frowned.



“Why do you do that?’

“When aman marries, hiswandering days should end, isn't that 07’

Theking winked.

“That moon-boat of yours, it won't burn quite so easily!”

“What do you mean?’

Clancy looked over to the headland where Sphere was perched on itstripod legs. A firewas burning
benegth it.

“No!” he cried out, and then laughed at himsalf. How could mere fire harm avessal designed to cope
with space?

The king laughed good-naturedly with him, putting afriendly arm round the shoulders of his
son-in-law to be.

“Thoserocks are eadly shattered under the moon,” he observed, “ and we havefiresin the caves
below aswdll.”

When he heard Com trandate this, it took Clancy afew seconds before he grasped the
implications—and in that short time the first boulder had broken loose and crashed down into the sea.

“No,” Clancy shouted, “it's my only way back!”

Theking roared with laughter.

“I'mnot joking!” cried Clancy, looking around for the rope ladder to get down. “Have the fires put
out at once!”

Over on the headland a second boulder crashed down, then athird. And then the sphere itsdlf tipped
over, its surfaces glinting in the pink moonlight asit rolled onto its back, itstripod legs sticking up in the
air asif it was astranded sheep. Some more rocks exploded. In agonizing dow-moation, or so it seemed,
Sphere went over the edge, crashing againg the cliff—once. . .twice. . .—then hitting the seawith amighty
gplash and sinking benesath the waves.

With one foot on the rope ladder, Clancy stared. And the king, still laughing, hisface wet with tears,
reached down, helped him kindly back onto the platform and gave him awarm, fishy hug.

“The boats are burnt! So now you can go to Wayeesha.”

Clancy walked over to the rough wooden rail at the edge of the platform, looked out at the bonfires,
the glittering sea, the giant moon, and remembered Wayeeshawaiting for himin the hall below.

As he had trained himsdlf to do in even the most extreme situations, he examined his thoughts. What
he found surprised him. He turned to the king with agmile.

“I’'m going to regret this. And | fear that you, my friend, are going to be serioudy disappointed. But
right now, it'sstrange, | fed asif I've put down aburden. | don’'t think I" ve ever felt so free!”

“A good ending for the book!” Com observed.

“What book, you idiot?’ said Clancy. “ Arewe going to writeit on seaweed, or carveit into the
sones?’

Then he proffered the yellow egg to the king.

“Here” hesad, “it'syours. | don't need it, and | fed you ought to get something from your aliance
with the stars. No need to trandate that last sentence, Com.”

“Isthiswise?’ asked Com, asthe king turned it over reverently in hislarge hands.

“No,” sad Clancy. “In another month your battery will run out and you redly will just be aplastic
egg. Then what will theking think of my gift?’

He went to the rope ladder and began to lower himsdlf, carefully avoiding looking down.

In the Days of the Comet
JOHN M. FORD
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Nature pieces are not. It isa short short story.

Camfidd isdead, and thisship is very quiet now. | have tried to be hopeful in the recent dispatches. we
were, Camfield certainly was. Prions are not supposed to kill people any more, but they can, and they
have. Which is part of the reason Camfield was out herein thefirst place.

Hewas atdler of jokes and he played the guitar very well—these are valuable things when you are
doomed to spend years aboard a cantankerous old ship. Severa instaments ago, | described the lab
accident that infected Camfield, and | have received numerous messages cdling the events absurd. Thisis
true. In addition to myself, the organic Petrovna and the Neumann Thucydides saw theincident, and we
al laughed until we realized Camfield was hurt. Petrovna, at least, can forget, athough | do not think she
will.

The prion has been decrypted and entered into the antigenic database, so no one should ever again
die of Agent Op-11755/CFD.

Which isthe story, but not its point.

At the cusp of this millennium we discovered that it was not hard to manufacture prions, and not thet
hard to custom-twist them. It took longer for our twists to be meaningful, but now organic humanity can
don an armour of proteinsfor defence againgt a hogtile Universe. Rather like viruses. Draw your own
conclusons.

If one could find the right message, a prion would make awonderful interstellar, even intergaactic,
postal card: immune to temperature, pressure, radiation and time. Theideal pony for the express would
be a comet, packed with messenger proteins, flung into a hyperbolic orbit, to seed any worlds at the far
end with its cargo.

One could write one snamein the evolving life of aplanet. At exactly the right moment, one might
even begin the process, dropping abouillon cube into the primordia soup.

Assuming that no one at the other end is quite as evolved, and quite as dependent on ddlicate higher
neurd functions, aswe are.

So herewe are, mysdf, 29 (down from 30) organic crew, and eight Neuménner, combing the
comets of the Oort for prions. We have found alot of prions, and there are alot of comets|eft. You' ve
got mail, aswe said when | was organic.

Maybe. Or maybe one of the 48 published theories of spontaneous prion formation in cometsis
correct. It isthe Neumanner who are most insistent on deliberate seeding. Perhaps it comfortsthem to
think that, just aswe built them, somebody built us. How human of them—but, astheir namesake said,
adequatdly describe any activity, and amachine can performiit.

In Camfidld'slast hours he was afire with fever, hiswhole body trembling, but therewasaclarity in
his speech that was a once heartbreaking and terrifying. Fischer, Chiang, and the Neumann Hypatia
were tending him. Abruptly he calmed, fixed Chiang (and me, unavoidably) with adirect stare, and said,
“| seethe Martiansnow! They areflat, and they roll!” He shivered then, and | heard his heart stop.

The exclamation points are not added for drama. He was excited by what he saw, transported by
whatever the alien messenger in his brain was reveding to him. Camfield was born on the Moon, not



Mars, so we cannot explain away the vison as Heimsucht.

We cannot, of course, postively explainit at al. But we must examine the possibility that, eons ago,
Op-11759/CFD fell on Mars and began life there, which was later carried to Earth by a planetary blunt
trauma.

Thucydides carefully wrapped and sedled Camfield’ sremainsfor storage until we return to the
Moon, eight years from now. When he was done, Sid paused for two full minutes (exactly—we arelike
that), just looking at the bundle.

Thiskind of behaviour is by no means strange in aNeumann (one can adequately describe a
thoughtful pause) but | asked Sid what he was thinking. He waited fourteen seconds longer—which was
purdy theatrica of him—and said, “I will miss Camfield. He was dwaysinteresting to be with, even
when nothing was said. And has he not left uswith afine and difficult question?

Camfied gave many giftsto his shipmates and his ship. The question—and it isfine—he gave to dl of
us
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Tazu was having atantrum, because he wasthree. After the birthday of the world, tomorrow, he would
be four and would not have tantrums.

He had |eft off screaming and kicking and was turning blue from holding his breath. Helay onthe
ground gtiff asacorpse, but when Haghag stepped over him asif he wasn't there, hetried to bite her
foot.

“Thisisan anima or ababy,” Haghag said, “ not aperson.” She glanced may-1-speak-to-you and |
glanced yes. “Which does God' s daughter think it is,” she asked, “an anima or ababy?’

“Ananimal. Babies suck, animashbite,” | said. All the servants of God laughed and tittered, except
the new barbarian, Ruaway, who never smiled. Haghag said, “ God' s daughter must be right. Maybe
somebody ought to put the animd outside. An anima shouldn’t bein the holy house.”

“I'm not an amind!” Tazu screamed, getting up, hisfists clenched and hiseyes asred asrubies. “I’'m
God'sson!”



“Maybe,” Haghag said, looking him over. “This doesn’'t look so much like an anima now. Do you
think thismight be God’' sson?’ she asked the holy women and men, and they al nodded their bodies,
except thewild one, who stared and said nothing.

“I am, | am God's son!” Tazu shouted. “Not ababy! Arzi isthe baby!” Then he burst into tears and
ran to me, and | hugged him and began crying because he was crying. We cried till Haghag took us both
on her lap and said it was time to stop crying, because God Herself was coming. So we stopped, and the
bodyservants wiped the tears and snot from our faces and combed our hair, and Lady Clouds brought
our gold hats, which we put on to see God Hersdlf.

She came with her mother, who used to be God Herself along time ago, and the new baby, Arzi, on
abig pillow carried by theidiot. Theidiot wasason of God too. There were seven of us. Omimo, who
was fourteen and had gone to live with the army, then the idiot, who was twelve, and had a big round
head and small eyes and liked to play with Tazu and the baby, then Goiz, and another Goiz, who were
called that because they had died and were in the ash-house where they ate spirit food, then me and
Tazu, who would get married and be God, and then Babam Arzi, Lord Seven. | was important because |
was the only daughter of God. If Tazu died | could marry Arzi, but if | died everything would be bad and
difficult, Haghag said. They would haveto act asif Lady Clouds daughter Lady Sweetnesswas God's
daughter and marry her to Tazu, but the world would know the difference. So my mother greeted me
first, and Tazu second. We knelt and clasped our hands and touched our foreheads to our thumbs. Then
we stood up, and God asked me what | had learned that day.

| told her what words | had learned to read and write.

“Very good,” God said. “And what have you to ask, daughter?’

“I have nothing to ask, | thank you, Lady Mother,” | said. Then | remembered | did have a question,
but it wastoo late.

“And you, Tazu? What have you learned this day?’

“I tried to bite Haghag.”

“Did you learn that was agood thing to do, or a bad thing?’

“Bad,” Tazu said, but he smiled, and so did God, and Haghag laughed.

“And what have you to ask, son?’

“Can | have anew bath maid because Kig washes my head too hard?’

“If you have anew bath maid where will Kig go?

“Away.”

“Thisisher house. What if you asked Kig to wash your head more gently?’

Tazu looked unhappy, but God said, “ AsK her, son.” Tazu mumbled something to Kig, who dropped
on her knees and thumbed her forehead. But she grinned the whole time. Her fearlessness made me
envious. | whispered to Haghag, “1f | forgot aquestion to ask can | ask if | can ak it?’

“Maybe,” said Haghag, and thumbed her forehead to God for permission to speak, and when God
nodded, Haghag said, “ The daughter of God asksif she may ask aquestion.”

“Better to do athing a thetimefor doing it,” God said, “but you may ask, daughter.”

| rushed into the question, forgetting to thank her. “1 wanted to know why | can’'t marry Tazu and
Omimo both, because they’ re both my brothers.”

Everybody looked at God, and seeing her smile alittle, they al laughed, some of them loudly. My
ears burned and my heart thumped.

“Do you want to marry al your brothers, child?’

“No, only Tazu and Omimo.”

“Is Tazu not enough?’

Againthey dl laughed, especidly the men. | saw Ruaway staring & us asif she thought wewere all
crazy.
“Yes, Lady Mother, but Omimo isolder and bigger.”

Now the laughter was even louder, but | had stopped caring, since God was not displeased. She
looked at me thoughtfully and said, “ Understand, my daughter. Our eldest son will beasoldier. That'shis
road. He' |l serve God, fighting barbarians and rebels. The day he was born, atidal wave destroyed the



towns of the outer coast. So his name is Babam Omimo, Lord Drowning. Disaster serves God, but is not
God.”

| knew that was the end of the answer, and thumbed my forehead. | kept thinking about it after God
left. 1t explained many things. All the same, even if he had been born with abad omen, Omimo was
handsome, and nearly aman, and Tazu was a baby that had tantrums. | was glad it would be along time
till we were married.

| remember that birthday because of the question | asked. | remember another birthday because of
Ruaway. It must have been ayear or two later. | ran into the water room to piss and saw her hunched up
next to the water tank, almost hidden.

“What are you doing there?’ | said, loud and hard, because | was sartled. Ruaway shrank and said
nothing. | saw her clothes were torn and there was blood dried in her hair.

“Y ou toreyour clothes” | said.

When she didn’'t answer, | lost patience and shouted, “ Answer me! Why don't you talk?”

“Have mercy,” Ruaway whispered so low | had to guess what she said.

“Youtak al wrong when you do talk. What' swrong with you? Are they animas where you come
from? Y ou talk like an animal, brr-grr, grr-gral Areyou anidiot?’

When Ruaway said nothing, | pushed her with my foot. She looked up then and | saw not fear but
killing in her eyes. That made me like her better. | hated people who were afraid of me. “Talk!” | said.
“Nobody can hurt you. God the Father put his penisin you when he was conquering your country, so
you' re aholy woman. Lady Cloudstold me. So what are you hiding for?’

Ruaway showed her teeth and said, “ Can hurt me.” She showed me places on her head where there
was dried blood and fresh blood. Her arms were darkened with bruises.

“Who hurt you?’

“Holy women,” she said with asnarl.

“Kig? Omery? Lady Sweetness?’

She nodded her body at each name.

“They'reshit,” | said. “I'll tell God Herself.”

“Notdl,” Ruaway whispered. “ Poison.”

| thought about it and understood. The girls hurt her because she was a stranger, powerless. But if
she got them in trouble they would cripple or kill her. Most of the barbarian holy women in our house
were lame, or blind, or had had root-poison put in their food so that their skin was scabbed with purplish
Sores.

“Why don’t you talk right, Ruaway?’

Shesad nothing.

“You il don't know how to talk?’

She looked up at me and suddenly said awhole long speech | did not understand. “How | talk,” she
sad at theend, still looking at me, right in the eyes. That wasnice; | liked it. Mostly | saw only eyelids.
Ruaway’s eyes were clear and beautiful, though her face was dirty and blood- smeared.

“But it doesn’'t mean anything,” | said.

“Not here”

“Where does it mean anything?’

Ruaway said some more gra-graand then said, “My people.”

“Y our people are Teghs. They fight God and get beaten.”

“Maybe,” Ruaway said, sounding like Haghag. Her eyes|ooked into mine again, without killing in
them but without fear. Nobody looked at me, except Haghag and Tazu and of course God. Everybody
else put their forehead on their thumbs so | couldn’t tell what they were thinking. | wanted to keep
Ruaway with me, but if | favored her, Kig and the others would torment and hurt her. | remembered that
when Lord Festiva began deeping with Lady Pin, the men who had insulted Lady Pin became oily and
sugary with her and the bodymaids stopped stedling her earrings. | said, “ Seep with metonight,” to
Ruaway.

She looked stupid.



“But washfird,” | said.

She il looked stupid.

“I don't haveapenid” | said, impatient with her. “If we deep together Kig will be afraid to touch
you.”
After awhile Ruaway reached out and took my hand and put her forehead against the back of it. It
was like thumbing the forehead only it took two peopleto doit. | liked that. Ruaway’ s hand was warm,
and | could fed the feather of her eyelashes on my hand.

“Tonight,” | said. “Y ou understand?’ | had understood that Ruaway didn’t ways understand.
Ruaway nodded her body, and | ran off.

| knew nobody could stop me from doing anything, being God' s only daughter, but there was nothing
| could do except what | was supposed to do, because everybody in the house of God knew everything
| did. If deeping with Ruaway was athing | wasn't supposed to do, | couldn’'t do it. Haghag would tell
me. | went to her and asked her.

Haghag scowled. “Why do you want that woman in your bed? She' sadirty barbarian. She haslice.
Shecan't eventak.”

Haghag was saying yes. Shewasjealous. | came and stroked her hand and said, “When I’'m God I'll
giveyou aroom full of gold and jewels and dragon crests.”

“You aremy gold and jewds, little holy daughter,” Haghag said.

Haghag was only acommon person, but al the holy men and women in God' s house, relatives of
God or people touched by God, had to do what Haghag said. The nurse of God' s children was dways a
common person, chosen by God Hersdlf. Haghag had been chosen to be Omimo’ s nurse when her own
children were grown up, so when | first remember her she was quite old. She was aways the same, with
strong hands and a soft voice, saying, “Maybe.” Sheliked to laugh and eat. We werein her heart, and
shewasin mine. | thought | was her favorite, but when | told her so she said, “ After Didi.” Didi iswhat
theidiot called himself. | asked her why he was deepest in her heart and she said,  Because he’ sfoolish.
And you because you' rewise,” she said, laughing at me because | wasjedlous of Lord Idiot.

Sonow | said, “Youfill my heart,” and she, knowing it, said hmph.

| think | was eight that year. Ruaway had been thirteen when God the Father put his penisinto her
after killing her father and mother in the war with her people. That made her sacred, so she had to come
livein God' s house. If she had conceived, the priests would have strangled her after she had the baby,
and the baby would have been nursed by acommon woman for two years and then brought back to
God' s house and trained to be a holy woman, aservant of God. Most of the bodyservants were God's
bastards. Such people were holy, but had no title. Lords and ladies were God' s relations, descendants of
the ancestors of God. God' s children were cdled lord and lady too, except the two who were betrothed.
Wewerejust called Tazu and Ze until we became God. My name iswhat the divine mother is called, the
name of the sacred plant that feeds the people of God. Tazu means*“ great root,” because when he was
being born our father drinking smoke in the childbirth rituas saw abig tree blown over by astorm, and its
roots held thousands of jewelsin their fingers.

When God saw thingsin the shrine or in deep, with the eyesin the back of their head, they told the
dream priests. The priests would ponder these sights and say whether the oracle foretold what would
happen or told what should be done. But never had the priests seen the same things God saw, together
with God, until the birthday of the world that made me fourteen years old and Tazu eleven.

Now, in these years, when the sun stands still over Mount Kanaghadwa people till cdl it the
birthday of the world and count themsalves ayear older, but they no longer know and do al therituds
and ceremonies, the dances and songs, the blessings; and there is no feasting in the streets, now.

All my life used to berituals, ceremonies, dances, songs, blessings, lessons, feasts, and rules. | knew
and | know now on which day of God' s year the first perfect ear of zeisto be brought by an angd from
the ancient field up by Wadana where God set the first seed of the ze. | knew and know whose hand is
to thresh it, and whose hand isto grind the grain, and whose lips are to taste the medl, at what hour, in
what room of the house of God, with what priests officiating. There were athousand rules, but they only
seem complicated when | write them here. We knew them and followed them and only thought about



them when we were learning them or when they were broken.

| had dept all these years with Ruaway in my bed. She was warm and comfortable. When she began
to deep with me| stopped having bad Sghtsat night as | used to do, seeing huge white cloudswhirling in
the dark, and toothed mouths of animal's, and strange faces that came and changed themsalves. When
Kig and the other ill-natured holy people saw Ruaway stay in my bedroom with me every night, they
dared not lay afinger or abreath on her. Nobody was dlowed to touch me except my family and
Haghag and the bodyservants, unless| told them to. And after | was ten, the punishment for touching me
was death. All the rules had their uses.

The feast after the birthday of the world used to go on for four days and nights. All the storehouses
were open and people could take what they needed. The servants of God served out food and beer in
the streets and squares of the city of God and every town and village of God' s country, and common
people and holy people ate together. The lords and ladies and God’ s sons went down into the Streetsto
jointhefeast; only God and | did not. God came out on the bal cony of the house to hear the histories and
see the dances, and | came with them. Singing and dancing priests entertained everyone in the Glittering
Square, and drumming priests, and story priests, and history priests. Priests were common people, but
what they did was holy.

But before the feast, there were many days of rituals, and on the day itsdlf, as the sun stopped above
the right shoulder of Kanaghadwa, God Himself danced the Dance that Turns, to bring the year back
round.

Hewore agold belt and the gold sun mask, and danced in front of our house on the Glittering
Square, which is paved with stones full of micathat flash and sparkle in the sunlight. We children were on
the long south bal cony to see God dance.

Just as the dance was ending a cloud came across the sun asit stood still over the right shoulder of
the mountain, one cloud in the clear blue summer sky. Everybody looked up asthelight dimmed. The
glittering died out of the stones. All the people in the city made asound, “Oh,” drawing breath. God
Himsdf did not look up, but his step faltered.

He made thelast turns of the dance and went into the ash-house, where dl the Goiz arein thewalls,
with the bowlswhere their food is burned in front of each of them, full of ashes.

There the dream priests were waiting for him, and God Hersdlf had lighted the herbs to make the
smoke to drink. The oracle of the birthday was the most important one of the year. Everybody waited in
the squares and streets and on the bal conies for the prieststo come out and tell what God Himself had
seen over his shoulder and interpret it to guide usin the new year. After that the feasting would begin.

Usually it took till evening or night for the smoke to bring the seeing and for God to tell it to the
priests and for them to interpret it and tell us. People were sttling down to wait indoors or in shady
places, for when the cloud had passed it became very hot. Tazu and Arzi and theidiot and | stayed out
on the long balcony with Haghag and some of the lords and ladies, and Omimo, who had come back
from the army for the birthday.

He was agrown man now, tall and strong. After the birthday he was going east to command the
army making war on the Tegh and Chas peoples. He had hardened the skin of his body the way soldiers
did by rubbing it with stones and herbs until it was thick and tough as the leather of aground-dragon,
amost black, with adull shine. He was handsome, but | was glad now that | wasto marry Tazu not him.
An ugly man looked out of hiseyes.

He made us watch him cut hisarm with his knife to show how the thick skin was cut deep yet did not
bleed. He kept saying he was going to cut Tazu's arm to show how quickly Tazu would bleed. He
boasted about being a generd and daughtering barbarians. He said thingslike, “I’ll walk acrosstheriver
onther corpses. I'll drive them into the jungles and burn the jungles down.” He said the Tegh people
were 0 stupid they caled aflying lizard God. He said thet they let their women fight in wars, which was
such an evil thing that when he captured such women he would cut open their bellies and trample their
wombs. | said nothing. | knew Ruaway’ s mother had been killed fighting beside her father. They had led
agmal army which God Himsdlf had easly defeated. God made war on the barbarians not to kill them
but to make them people of God, serving and sharing like al peoplein God' s country. | knew no other



good reason for war. Certainly Omimo’ s reasons were not good.

Since Ruaway dept with me she had learned to spesk well, and dso | learned some words of the
way shetalked. One of them wastecheg. Wordslikeit are: companion, fights-bes de-me, countrywoman
or countryman, desired, lover, known-a-long-time; of al our words the one most like techeg is our word
in-my-heart. Their name Tegh was the same word as techeg; it meant they were al in one another’s
heart. Ruaway and | werein each other’ s heart. We were techeg.

Ruaway and | were slent when Omimo said, “ The Tegh arefilthy insects. I'll crush them.”

“Oggal oggal oggal” theidiot said, imitating Omimo’ s boastful voice. | burst out laughing. In that
moment, as| laughed a my brother, the doors of the ash house flew open wide and al the priests hurried
out, not in procession with music, but in acrowd, wild, disordered, crying out aloud—

“The house burnsand fallsl”

“Theworld died”

“Godisblind!”

There was amoment of terrible sllence in the city and then people began to wail and cal out in the
streets and from the balconies.

God came out of the ash house, Hersdlf first, leading Himsdlf, who walked asif drunk and
sun-dazzled, as people walk after drinking smoke. God came among the staggering, crying priestsand
slenced them. Then she said, “Hear what | have seen coming behind me, my people!”

In the silence he began speaking in aweak voice. We could not hear al hiswords, but she said them
againin aclear voice after he said them: “God' s house fals down to the ground burning, but is not
consumed. It stands by the river. God is white as snow. God' s face has one eye in the center. The great
stone roads are broken. War isin the east and north. Famineisin the west and south. The world dies.”

He put hisface in his hands and wept aloud. She said to the priests, “ Say what God has seen!”

They repested the words God had said.

She said, “Go tell these wordsin the quarters of the city and to God’ sangels, and let the angels go
out into al the country to tell the people what God has seen.”

The priests put their foreheads to their thumbs and obeyed.

When Lord Idiot saw God weeping, he became so distressed and frightened that he pissed, making a
pool on the balcony. Haghag, terribly upset, scolded and dapped him. He roared and sobbed. Omimo
shouted that afoul woman who struck God' s son should be put to desth. Haghag fell on her facein Lord
Idiot’s pool of urineto beg mercy. | told her to get up and be forgiven. | said, “1 am God' s daughter and
| forgiveyou,” and | looked at Omimo with eyesthat told him he could not speak. He did not spesk.

When | think of that day, the day the world began dying, | think of the trembling old woman standing
there sodden with urine, while the people down in the square looked up at us.

Lady Clouds sent Lord Idiot off with Haghag to be bathed, and some of the lords took Tazu and
Arzi off to lead the feadting in the city streets. Arzi was crying and Tazu was keeping from crying. Omimo
and | stayed among the holy people on the bal cony, watching what happened down in Glittering Square.
God had gone back into the ash house, and the angel's had gathered to repest together their message,
which they would carry word for word, relay by relay, to every town and village and farm of God's
country, running day and night on the great stone roads.

All that was asit should be; but the message the angels carried was not asit should be.

Sometimes when the smokeisthick and strong the priests d so see things over their shoulder as God
does. These arelesser oracles. But never before had they al seen the same thing God saw, speaking the
same words God spoke.

And they had not interpreted or explained the words. There was no guidance in them. They brought
no understanding, only fear.

But Omimo was excited: “War in the east and north,” he said. “My war!” Helooked a me, no
longer sneering or sullen, but right at me, eyein eye, the way Ruaway |ooked at me. He smiled. “Maybe
theidiots and crybabieswill die,” he said. “Maybe you and | will be God.” He spoke low, standing close
to me, so no one else heard. My heart gave agrest leap. | said nothing.



Soon after that birthday, Omimo went back to lead the army on the eastern border.

All year long people waited for our house, God' s house in the center of the city, to be struck by
lightning, though not destroyed, since that is how the priestsinterpreted the oracle once they had timeto
talk and think about it. When the seasons went on and there was no lightning or fire, they said the oracle
meant that the sun shining on the gold and copper roof-gutters was the unconsuming fire, and that if there
was an earthquake the house would stand.

The words about God being white and having one eye they interpreted as meaning that God was the
sun and was to be worshipped as the al-seeing giver of light and life. This had always been so.

There waswar in the east, indeed. There had aways been war in the east, where people coming out
of thewildernesstried to sted our grain, and we conquered them and taught them how to grow it.
Generd Lord Drowning sent angels back with news of his conquests dl the way to the Fifth River.

There was no famine in the west. There had never been famine in God' s country. God' s children saw
to it that crops were properly sown and grown and saved and shared. If the zefailed in the western
lands, our carters pulled two-whedled carts laden with grain on the great stone roads over the mountains
from the central lands. If cropsfailed in the north, the carts went north from the Four Riversland. From
west to east carts came laden with smoked fish, from the Sunrise peninsulathey came west with fruit and
seaweed. The granaries and storehouses of God were always stocked and open to people in need. They
had only to ask the administrators of the stores; what was needed was given. No one went hungry.
Famine was aword that belonged to those we had brought into our land, people like the Tegh, the Chas,
the North Hills people. The hungry people, we caled them.

The birthday of the world came again, and the most fearful words of the oracle— the world dieswvere
remembered. In public the priests rejoiced and comforted the common people, saying that God' s mercy
had spared the world. In our house there was little comfort. We al knew that God Himsdlf wasill. He
had hidden himself away more and more throughout the year, and many of the ceremoniestook place
without the divine presence, or only Herself wasthere. She seemed adways quiet and untroubled. My
lessons were mostly with her now, and with her | dwaysfet that nothing had changed or could change
and dl would bewell.

God danced the Dance that Turns asthe sun stood till above the shoulder of the sacred mountain.
He danced dowly, missng many steps. He went into the ash house. We waited, everybody waited, all
over thecity, dl over the country. The sun went down behind Kanaghadwa. All the snow pesks of the
mountains from north to south, Kayewa, burning Koros, Aghet, Enni, Aziza, Kanaghadwa, burned gold,
then fiery red, then purple. Thelight went up them and went out, leaving them white as ashes. The stars
came out above them. Then at last the drums beat and the music sounded down in the Glittering Square,
and torches made the pavement sparkle and gleam. The priests came out of the narrow doors of the ash
house in order, in procession. They stopped. In the silence the oldest dream priest said in her thin, clear
voice, “Nothing was seen over the shoulder of God.”

Onto the slence ran a buzzing and whispering of people svoices, like little insects running over sand:
That died out.

The priests turned and went back into the ash house in procession, in due order, in silence.

The ranks of angelswaiting to carry the words of the oracle to the countryside stood still while their
captains spoke in agroup. Then the angels al moved away in groups by the five streetsthat start at the
Glittering Square and lead to the five great stone roadsthat go out from the city acrossthelands. As
always before, when the angel's entered the streets they began to run, to carry God’ sword swiftly to the
people. But they had no word to carry.

Tazu came to stand beside me on the balcony. He was twelve years old that day. | was fifteen.

Hesad, “Ze, may | touch you?’

| looked yes, and he put his hand in mine. That was comforting. Tazu was a serious, Slent person. He
tired easly, and often his head and eyes hurt so badly he could hardly see, but he did al the ceremonies
and sacred actsfaithfully, and studied with our teachers of history and geography and archery and
dancing and writing, and with our mother studied the sacred knowledge, learning to be God. Some of our
lessons he and | did together, helping each other. He was akind brother and we werein each other's



heart.

Ashehdd my hand hesad, “Ze, | think we' Il be married soon.”

| knew what his thoughts were. God our father had missed many steps of the dance that turnsthe
world. He had seen nothing over his shoulder, looking into the time to come.

But what | thought in that moment was how strange it was that in the same place on the same day
one year it was Omimo who said we should be married, and the next year it was Tazu.

“Maybe,” | said. | held his hand tight, knowing he was frightened at being God. So was|. But there
was no use being afraid. When the time came, we would be God.

If the time came. Maybe the sun had not stopped and turned back above the peak of Kanaghadwa.
Maybe God had not turned the year.

Maybe there would be no more time—no time coming behind our backs, only what lay before us,
only what we could see with mortal eyes. Only our own lives and nothing else.

That was S0 terrible athought that my breath stopped and | shut my eyes, squeezing Tazu' sthin
hand, holding onto him, till I could steady my mind with the thought that there was il no use being
afrad.

Thisyear past, Lord Idiot’ stesticles had ripened at last, and he had begun trying to rape women.
After he hurt ayoung holy girl and attacked others, God had him castrated. Since then he had been quiet
again, though he often looked sad and lonely. Seeing Tazu and me holding hands, he seized Arzi’ s hand
and stood beside him as Tazu and | were standing. “ God, God!” he said, smiling with pride. But Arzi,
who was nine, pulled his hand away and said, “Y ou won't ever be God, you can't be, you'reanidiat,
you don't know anything!” Old Haghag scolded Arzi wearily and bitterly. Arzi did not cry, but Lord Idiot
did, and Haghag had tearsin her eyes.

The sun went north asin any year, asif God had danced the steps of the dance rightly. And on the
dark day of theyear, it turned back southward behind the peak of great Enni, asin any year. On that
day, God Himself was dying, and Tazu and | were taken in to see him and be blessed. He lay dl goneto
bonein asmdl of rot and sweet herbs burning. God my mother lifted his hand and put it on my head,
then on Tazu's, while we knelt by the grest bed of |eather and bronze with our thumbs to our foreheads.
She said the words of blessing. God my father said nothing, until he whispered, “Ze, Ze!” He was not
cdling to me. The name of God Hersdf isdways Ze. Hewas calling to hissster and wifewhile hedied.

Two nightslater | woke in darkness. The deep drumswere besting dl through the house. | heard
other drums begin to beat in the temples of worship and the squares farther away in the city, and then
othersyet farther away. In the countryside under the stars they would hear those drums and begin to best
their own drums, up in the hills, in the mountain passes and over the mountains to the western sea, across
the fields eestward, across the four greet rivers, from town to town clear to the wilderness. That same
night, | thought, my brother Omimo in his camp under the North Hillswould hear the drums saying God
isdead.

A son and daughter of God, marrying, became God. This marriage could not take placetill God's
death, but awaysit took place within afew hours, so that the world would not be long bereft. | knew this
from al we had been taught. It wasill fate that my mother delayed my marriage to Tazu. If we had been
married at once, Omimo’s claim would have been useless; not even his soldiers would have dared follow
him. In her grief shewas distraught. And she did not know or could not imagine the measure of Omimo'’s
ambition, driving him to violence and sacrilege.

Informed by the angels of our father’ sillness, he had for days been marching swiftly westward with a
small troop of loyd soldiers. When the drums beet, he heard them not in the far North Hills, but inthe
fortresson the hill called Ghari that stands north acrossthe valey in Sght of the city and the house of
God.

The preparations for burning the body of the man who had been God were going forward; the ash
priests saw to that. Preparations for our wedding should have been going forward at the sametime, but
our mother, who should have seen to them, did not come out of her room.

Her sster Lady Clouds and other lords and ladies of the household talked of the wedding hats and



garlands, of the music priestswho should cometo play, of the festivasthat should be arranged in the city
and the villages. The marriage priest came anxioudly to them, but they dared do nothing and he dared do
nothing until my mother allowed them to act. Lady Clouds knocked at her door but she did not answer.
They were S0 nervous and uneasy, waiting for her dl day long, that | thought | would go mad staying with
them. | went down into the garden court to walk.

| had never been farther outside the walls of our house than the balconies. | had never walked across
the Glittering Square into the Streets of the city. | had never seen afield or ariver. | had never walked on
dirt.

God' ssonswere carried in littersinto the streets to the temples for rituas, and in summer after the
birthday of the world they were always taken up into the mountains to Chimlu, where the world began, at
the springs of the River of Origin. Every year when he came back from there, Tazu would tell me about
Chimlu, how the mountains went up al around the ancient house there, and wild dragons flew from pesk
to peak. There God' s sons hunted dragons and dept under the stars. But the daughter of God must keep
the house.

The garden court wasin my heart. It waswhere | could walk under the sky. It had five fountains of
peaceful water, and flowering treesin great pots, plants of sacred ze grew againgt the sunniest wall in
containers of copper and silver. All my life, when | had atime free of ceremonies and lessons, | went
there. When | waslittle, | pretended the insects there were dragons and hunted them. Later | played
throwbone with Ruaway, or sat and watched the water of the fountainswell and fal, well and fall, till the
gtars came out in the sky above thewalls.

Thisday as aways, Ruaway came with me. Since| could not go anywhere done but must have a
companion, | had asked God Hersdlf to make her my chief companion.

| sat down by the center fountain. Ruaway knew | wanted silence and went off to the corner under
the fruit treesto wait. She could deep anywhere at any time. | sat thinking how strange it would beto
have Tazu aways as my companion, day and night, instead of Ruaway. But | could not make my
thoughtsred.

The garden court had a door that opened on the street. Sometimes when the gardeners opened it to
let each other in and out, | had looked out of it to see the world outside my house. The door was dways
locked on both sides, so that two people had to open it. As| sat by the fountain, | ssw amanwholl
thought was a gardener cross the court and unbolt the door. Severa men camein. Onewas my brother
Omimo.

| think that door had been only hisway to come secretly into the house. | think he had planned to kill
Tazu and Arzi so that | would have to marry him. That he found me therein the garden asiif waiting for
him was the chance of that time, the fate that was on us.

“Zel” he said as he came past the fountain where | sat. Hisvoice waslike my father’ svoice caling to
my mother.

“Lord Drowning,” | said, standing up. | was so bewildered that | said, “Y ou're not herel” | saw that
he had been wounded. Hisright eye was closed with a scar.

He stood ill, staring at me from his one eye, and said nothing, getting over hisown surprise. Then he
laughed.

“No, sgter,” he said, and turning to his men gave them orders. There were five of them, | think,
soldiers, with hardened skin al over their bodies. They wore angd’ s shoes on their feet, and belts around
their waists and necks to support the sheaths for their penis and sword and daggers. Omimo looked like
them, but with gold sheaths and the silver hat of agenerd. | did not understand what he said to the men.
They came close to me, and Omimo came closer, so that | said, “Don’t touch me,” to warn them of their
danger, for common men who touched me would be burned to degth by the priests of the law, and even
Omimo if he touched me without my permission would have to do penance and fast for ayear. But he
laughed again, and as | drew away, he took hold of my arm suddenly, putting his hand over my mouth. |
bit down ashard as| could on hishand. He pulled it away and then dapped it again so hard on my
mouth and nose that my head fell back and | could not breathe. | struggled and fought, but my eyes kept
seeing blackness and flashes. | fdt hard hands holding me, twisting my arms, pulling me up intheair,



carrying me, and the hand on my mouth and nosetightened itsgrip till I could not breethe at all.

Ruaway had been drowsing under the trees, lying on the pavement among the big pots. They did not
see her, but she saw them. She knew at onceif they saw her they would kill her. Shelay ill. Assoon as
they had carried me out the gate into the street, she ran into the house to my mother’ s room and threw
open the door. Thiswas sacrilege, but, not knowing who in the household might be in sympathy with
Omimo, she could trust only my maother.

“Lord Drowning has carried Ze off,” she said. Shetold melater that my mother sat there silent and
desolate in the dark room for so long that Ruaway thought she had not heard. She was about to speak
again, when my mother stood up. Grief fell away from her. She said, “We cannot trust the army,” her
mind leaping at once to see what must be done, for she was one who had been God. “Bring Tazu here,”
she said to Ruaway.

Ruaway found Tazu among the holy people, called him to her with her eyes, and asked him to go to
his mother a once. Then she went out of the house by the garden door that still stood unlocked and
unwatched. She asked peoplein the Glittering Square if they had seen some soldierswith adrunken girl.
Those who had seen ustold her to take the northeast street. And so little time had passed that when she
came out the northern gate of the city she saw Omimo and his men climbing the hill road toward Ghari,
carrying me up to the old fort. She ran back to tell my mother this.

Consulting with Tazu and Lady Clouds and those people she most trusted, my mother sent for
severa old generds of the peace, whose soldiers served to keep order in the countryside, not in war on
thefrontiers. She asked for their obedience, which they promised her, for though she was not God she
had been God, and was daughter and mother of God. And there was no one el se to obey.

She taked next with the dream priests, deciding with them what messages the angels should carry to
the people. There was no doubt that Omimo had carried me off to try to make himsdalf God by marrying
me. If my mother announced firgt, in the voices of the angels, that his act was not amarriage performed
by the marriage priet, but was rape, then it might be the people would not believe he and | were God.

So the news went out on swift feet, al over the city and the countryside.

Omimo’sarmy, now following him west asfast asthey could march, wereloyd to him. Some other
soldiersjoined him aong the way. Mogt of the peacekeeping soldiers of the center land supported my
mother. She named Tazu their generd. He and she put up abrave and resolute front, but they had little
true hope, for there was no God, nor could there be so long as Omimo had mein his power to rape or
kill.

All this| learned later. What | saw and knew wasthis: | wasin alow room without windowsin the
old fortress. The door was locked from outside. Nobody was with me and no guards were at the door,
since nobody wasin thefort but Omimo’ s soldiers. | waited there not knowing if it was day or night. |
thought time had stopped, as| had feared it would. There was no light in the room, an old store-room
under the pavement of the fortress. Creatures moved on the dirt floor. | walked on dirt then. | sat on dirt
and lay onit.

The bolt of the door was shot. Torchesflaring in the doorway dazzled me. Men camein and stuck a
torch in the sconce on the wall. Omimo came through them to me. His penis stood upright and he came
to meto rgpeme. | pat in his haf-blind face and said, “If you touch me your peniswill burn like that
torch!” He showed histeeth asif he was laughing. He pushed me down and pushed my legs apart, but he
was shaking, frightened of my scared being. He tried to push his penisinto me with his hands but it had
gone soft. He could not rape me. | said, “Y ou can't, look, you can't rape me!”

His soldierswatched and heard dl this. In his humiliation, Omimo pulled his sword fromits gold
sheath to kill me, but the soldiers held his hands, preventing him, saying, “Lord, Lord, don't kill her, she
must be God with you!” Omimo shouted and fought them as| had fought him, and so they al went out,
shouting and struggling with him. One of them seized the torch, and the door clashed behind them. After a
litttewhile | felt my way to the door and tried it, thinking they might have forgotten to bolt it, but it was
bolted. | crawled back to the corner where | had been and lay on the dirt in the dark.

Truly weweredl onthedirt in the dark. There was no God. God was the son and daughter of God
joined in marriage by the marriage priest. There was no other. There was no other way to go. Omimo did



not know what way to go, what to do. He could not marry me without the marriage priest’ swords. He
thought by raping me he would be my husband, and maybe it would have been so: but he could not rape
me. | made him impotent.

The only thing he saw to do was attack the city, take the house of God and its priests captive, and
force the marriage priest to say the words that made God. He could not do thiswith the small force he
had with him, so he waited for his army to come from the eest.

Tazu and the generals and my mother gathered soldiersinto the city from the center land. They did
not try to attack Ghari. It was astrong fort, easy to defend, hard to attack, and they feared that if they
besieged it, they would be caught between it and Omimo’ s great army coming from the east.

So the soldiers that had come with him, about two hundred of them, garrisoned the fort. Asthe days
passed, Omimo provided women for them. It was the policy of God to give village women extragrain or
tools or crop-rows for going to fuck with the soldiers at army camps and stations. There were dways
women glad to oblige the soldiers and take the reward, and if they got pregnant of course they received
more reward and support. Seeking to ease and placate his men, Omimo sent officers down to offer gifts
to girlsin the villages near Ghari. A group of girls agreed to come; for the common people understood
very little of the Situation, not believing that anyone could revolt against God. With these village women
came Ruaway.

The women and girls ran about the fort, teasing and playing with the soldiers off duty. Ruaway found
where | was by fate and courage, coming down into the dark passages under the pavement and trying the
doors of the storerooms. | heard the bolt move in the lock. She said my name. | made some sound.
“Come!” shesaid. | crawled to the door. She took my arm and hel ped me stand and walk. She shot the
bolt shut again, and we felt our way down the black passagetill we saw light flicker on stone steps. We
came out into atorchlit courtyard full of girlsand soldiers. Ruaway at once began to run through them,
0iggling and chattering nonsense, holding tight to my arm so that | ran with her. A couple of soldiers
grabbed at us, but Ruaway dodged them, saying, “No, no, Tuki’sfor the Captain!” Weran on, and
came to the sde gate, and Ruaway said to the guards, “Oh, let us out, Captain, Captain, | haveto take
her back to her mother, she’ svomiting sick with fever!” | was staggering and covered with dirt and filth
from my prison. The guards laughed at me and said foul words about my foulness and opened the gate a
crack to let us out. And we ran down the hill in the starlight.

To escape from a prison so easily, to run through locked doors, people have said, | must have been
God indeed. But there was no God then, asthereis none now. Long before God, and long after o, is
the way things are, which we call chance, or luck, or fortune, or fate; but those are only names.

And thereis courage. Ruaway freed me because | wasin her heart.

As soon aswe were out of sight of the guards at the gate we | eft the road, on which there were
sentries, and cut across country to the city. It stood mightily on the great dope before us, its stconewalls
garlit. | had never seen it except from the windows and bal conies of the house at the center of it.

| had never walked far, and though | was strong from the exercises | did as part of our lessons, my
soleswere astender as my palms. Soon | was grunting and tears kept starting in my eyesfrom the
shocks of pain from rocks and gravel underfoot. | found it harder and harder to breathe. | could not run.
But Ruaway kept hold of my hand, and we went on.

We came to the north gate, locked and barred and heavily guarded by soldiers of the peace. Then
Ruaway cried out, “Let God' s daughter enter the city of God!”

| put back my hair and held myself up straight, though my lungswerefull of knives, and saidto the
captain of the gate, “Lord Captain, take usto my mother Lady Ze in the house in the center of the
world.”

Hewas old Generd Rire'sson, aman | knew, and he knew me. He stared at me once, then quickly
thumbed his forehead, and roared out orders, and the gates opened. So we went in and walked the
northeast street to my house, escorted by soldiers, and by more and more people shouting injoy. The
drums began to best, the high, fast beat of the festivals.

That night my mother held mein her arms, as she had not done since | was asuckling baby.

That night Tazu and | stood under the garland before the marriage priest and drank from the sacred



cups and were married into God.

That night dso Omimo, finding | was gone, ordered a death priest of the army to marry him to one of
the village girlswho came to fuck with the soldiers. Since nobody outside my house, except afew of his
men, had ever seen me up close, any girl could pose asme. Most of his soldiers believed the girl was me.
He proclaimed that he had married the daughter of the Dead God and that she and he were now God.
Aswe sent out angelsto tell of our marriage, so he sent runnersto say that the marriage in the house of
God wasfadse, snce hissster Ze had run away with him and married him at Ghari, and she and he were
now the onetrue God. And he showed himsdlf to the people wearing agold hat, with white paint on his
face, and hisblinded eye, whilethe army priests cried out, “Behold! The oracleisfulfilled! God iswhite
and has one eye!”

Some believed his priests and messengers. More believed ours. But al were distressed or frightened
or made angry by hearing messengers proclaim two Gods at one time, so that instead of knowing the
truth, they had to choose to believe.

Omimo’ sgrest army was now only four or five days march away.

Angels cameto us saying that ayoung generd, Mesiwa, was bringing athousand soldiers of the
peace up from the rich coasts south of the city. He told the angels only that he cameto fight for “the one
true God.” We feared that meant Omimo. For we added no words to our name, since the word itself
meansthe only truth, or eseit means nothing.

Wewerewisein our choice of generds, and decisivein acting on their advice. Rather than wait for
the city to be besieged, we resolved to send aforce to attack the eastern army before it reached Ghari,
mesting it in thefoothills above the River of Origin. Wewould haveto fal back asther full strength came
up, but we could strip the country aswe did so, and bring the country people into the city. Meanwhile we
sent cartsto and from al the storehouses on the southern and western roads to fill the city’ s granaries. If
the war did not end quickly, said the old generdls, it would be won by those who could keep esting.

“Lord Drowning’ sarmy can feed themsalves from the storehouses aong the east and north roads,”
sad my mother, who attended al our councils.

“Dedtroy theroads,” Tazu said. | heard my mother’ s bresth catch, and remembered the oracle: The
roads will be broken.

“That would take aslong to do asit took to make them,” said the oldest generd, but the next oldest
genera said, “Break down the stone bridge at Almoghay.” And so we ordered. Retreating from its
delaying battle, our army tore down the gresat bridge that had stood athousand years. Omimo’ sarmy had
to go round nearly ahundred miles farther, through forests, to the ford at Domi, while our army and our
carters brought the contents of the storehousesin to the city. Many country people followed them,
seeking the protection of God, and so the city grew very full. Every grain of ze came with amouth to eat
it.

All thistime Meswa, who might have come againgt the eastern army at Domi, waited in the passes
with his thousand men. When we commanded him to come help punish sacrilege and restore peace, he
sent our angel back with meaningless messages. It seemed certain that he wasin league with Omimo.
“Meswathe finger, Omimo the thumb,” said the oldest generd, pretending to crack alouse.

“God is not mocked,” Tazu said to him, deadly fierce. The old general bowed hisforehead down on
his thumbs, abashed. But | was ableto smile.

Tazu had hoped the country people would rise up in anger at the sacrilege and strike the Painted God
down. But they were not soldiers and had never fought. They had awayslived under the protection of
the soldiers of peace and under our care. Asif our doings now were like the whirlwind or the
earthquake, they were pardyzed by them and could only watch and wait till they were over, hoping to
survive. Only the people of our household, whose livelihood depended directly upon us and whose kills
and knowledge were a our service, and the people of the city in whose heart we were, and the soldiers
of the peace, would fight for us.

The country people had believed in us. Where no belief is, no God is. Where doubt is, foot faters
and hand will not take hold.

Thewars at the borders, the wars of conquest, had made our land too large. The peoplein the towns



and villages knew no more who | wasthan | knew who they were. In the days of the origin, Babam
Kerul and Bamam Ze came down from the mountain and waked the fields of the center lands beside the
common people. The common people who laid the first stones of the great roads and the huge base
stones of the old city wall had known the face of their God, seeing it daily.

After | spoke of thisto our councils, Tazu and | went out into the streets, sometimes carried in litters,
sometimes walking. We were surrounded by the priests and guards who honored our divinity, but we
went among the people, meeting their eyes. They fdll on their knees and put their foreheadsto their
thumbs, and many wept when they saw us. They called out from street to street, and little children cried
out, “There' sGod!”

“Youwadk inther hearts” my mother said.

But Omimo’sarmy had come to the River of Origin, and one day’ s march brought the vanguard to
Ghari.

That evening we stood on the north bal cony looking toward Ghari hill, which was swarming with
men, aswhen anest of insects svarms. To the west the light was dark red on the mountainsin their
winter snow. From Koros avast plume of smoketrailed, blood color.

“Look,” Tazu sad, pointing northwest. A light flared in the sky, like the sheet lightning of summer. “A
fdling sar,” hesaid, and | said, “An eruption.”

In the dark of the night, angels cameto us. “A great house burned and fell from the sky,” one said,
and the other said, “It burned but it stands, on the bank of theriver.”

“Thewords of God spoken on the birthday of theworld,” | said.

The angelskndt down hiding their faces.

What | saw then isnot what | see now looking far off to the distant past; what | knew then is both
less and more than | know now. | try to say what | saw and knew then.

That morning | saw coming down the great stone road to the northern gate agroup of beings,
two-legged and erect like people or lizards. They were the height of giant desert lizards, with monstrous
limbs and feet, but without tails. They werewhite dl over and hairless. Their heads had no mouth or nose
and one huge single garing shining lidless eye.

They stopped outside the gate.

Not aman wasto be seen on Ghari Hill. They were al in the fortress or hidden in the woods behind
thehill.

We were standing up on the top of the northern gate, where awall runs chest-high to protect the
guards.

Therewasalittle sound of frightened weeping on the roofs and ba conies of the city, and people
caled out to us, “God! God, save us!”

Tazu and | had talked dl night. We listened to what our mother and other wise people said, and then
we sent them away to reach out our minds together, to look over our shoulder into the time that was
coming. We saw the death and the birth of the world, that night. We saw dl things changed.

The oracle had said that God was white and had one eye. Thiswas what we saw now. The oracle
had said that the world died. With it died our brief time of being God. Thiswas what we had to do now:
to kill the world. Theworld must die so that God may live. The housefalsthat it may stand. Those who
have been God must make God welcome.

Tazu spoke welcome to God, while | ran down the spira sairsinsde the wall of the gate and
unbolted the great bolts—the guards had to help me—and swung the door open. “Enter in!” | said to
God, and put my forehead to my thumbs, knedling.

They camein, hesitant, moving dowly, ponderoudy. Each one turned its huge eye from sdeto side,
unblinking. Around the eye was aring of slver that flashed in the sun. | saw mysdf in one of those eyes, a
pupil inthe eye of God.

Their snow-white skin was coarse and wrinkled, with bright tattoos on it. | was dismayed that God
could be so ugly.

The guards had shrunk back against the walls. Tazu had come down to stand with me. One of them



raised abox toward us. A noise came out of the box, asif some anima was shut init.

Tazu spoke to them again, telling them that the oracle had foretold their coming, and that we who had
been God welcomed God.

They stood there, and the box made more noises. | thought it sounded like Ruaway before she
learned to talk right. Was the language of God no longer ours? Or was God an animal, as Ruaway’s
people believed? | thought they seemed more like the monstrous lizards of the desert that lived in the zoo
of our house than they seemed like us.

Oneraised itsthick arm and pointed at our house, down at the end of the street, taller than other
houses, its copper gutters and goldleaf carvings shining in the bright winter sunlight.

“Come, Lord,” | said, “cometo your house.” Weled them to it and brought them ingde.

When we came into the low, long, windowless audience room, one of them took off its heed. Inside
it was ahead like ours, with two eyes, nose, mouth, ears. The others did the same.

Then, seeing their head was amask, | saw that their white skin was like a shoe that they wore not
just on thefoot but al over their body. Inside this shoe they were like us, though the skin of their faces
wasthe color of clay pots and looked very thin, and their hair was shiny and lay flat.

“Bring food and drink,” | said to the children of God cowering outside the door, and they ran to bring
trays of zecakes and dried fruit and winter beer. God came to the tables where the food was set. Some
of them pretended to eat. One, watching what | did, touched the ze-cake to its forehead first, and then
bit into it and chewed and swallowed. It spoke to the others, gre-gra, gre-gra.

Thisonewas dso thefirst to take off its body-shoe. Insideit other wrappings and coverings hid and
protected most of its body, but this was understandable, because even the body skin was pale and
terribly thin, soft asababy’ seydid.

In the audience room, on the east wall over the double seat of God, hung the gold mask which God
Himsalf wore to turn the sun back on its way. The one who had eaten the cake pointed at the mask.
Then it looked a me—its own eyeswere ovd, large, and beautiful—and pointed up to where the sun
wasin the sky. | nodded my body. It pointed itsfinger here and there dl about the mask, and then all
about the calling.

“There must be more masks made, because God is now more than two,” Tazu said.

| had thought the gesture might signify the stars, but | saw that Tazu’ sinterpretation made more
sense.

“Wewill have masks made,” | told God, and then ordered the hat priest to go fetch the gold hats
which God wore during ceremonies and festivals. There were many of these hats, some jewelled and
ornate, othersplain, al very ancient. The hat priest brought them in due order two by two until they were
all set out on the great table of polished wood and bronze where the ceremonies of First Ze and Harvest
were celebrated.

Tazu took off the gold hat he wore, and | took off mine. Tazu put his hat on the head of the one who
had eaten the cake, and | chose a short one and reached up and put my hat on its head. Then, choosing
ordinary-day hats, not those of the sacred occasions, we put a hat on each of the heads of God, while
they stood and waited for usto do so.

Then we knelt bareheaded and put our foreheads against our thumbs.

God stood there. | was sure they did not know what to do. “God is grown, but new, like ababy,” |
said to Tazu. | was sure they did not understand what we said.

All a oncethe onel had put my hat on came to me and put its hands on my elbowsto raise me up
from knedling. | pulled back at first, not being used to being touched; then | remembered | was no longer
very sacred, and let God touch me. It talked and gestured. It gazed into my eyes. It took off the gold hat
and tried to put it back on my head. At that | did shrink away, saying, “No, no!” It sesemed blasphemy,
to say No to God, but | knew better.

God talked among themselves then for awhile, and Tazu and our mother and | were ableto talk
among oursalves. What we understood was this: the oracle had not been wrong, of course, but it had
been subtle. God was not truly one-eyed nor blind, but did not know how to see. It was not God' s skin
that was white, but their mind that was blank and ignorant. They did not know how to talk, how to act,



what to do. They did not know their people.

Y et how could Tazu and |, or our mother and our old teachers, teach them? The world had died and
anew world was coming to be. Everything in it might be new. Everything might be different. So it was not
God, but we, who did not know how to see, what to do, how to speak.

| felt thisso strongly that | knelt again and prayed to God, “ Teach ud”

They looked a me and talked to each other, brr-grr, gregra.

| sent our mother and the othersto talk with our generdss, for angels had come with reports about
Omimo'sarmy. Tazu was very tired from lack of deep. Wetwo sat down on the floor together and
talked quietly. He was concerned about God' s seet. “How can they al sit onit at once?’ he said.

“They’ |l have more seats added,” | said. “Or now two will St onit, and then another two. They’re dl
God, the way you and | were, so it doesn’'t matter.”

“But none of them isawoman,” Tazu said.

| looked at God more carefully and saw that he was right. This disturbed me dowly, but very deeply.
How could God be only haf human?

In my world, a marriage made God. In thisworld coming to be, what made God?

| thought of Omimo. White clay on hisface and afalse marriage had made him afase God, but many
people believed he was truly God. Would the power of their belief make him God, while we gave our
power to this new, ignorant God?

If Omimo found out how helpless they appeared to be, not knowing how to speak, not even knowing
how to eat, he would fear their divinity even lessthan he had feared ours. He would attack. And would
our soldiersfight for this God?

| saw clearly that they would not. | saw from the back of my head, with the eyesthat seewhat is
coming. | saw the misery that was coming to my people. | saw theworld dead, but | did not seeit being
born. What world could be born of a God who was male? Men do not give birth.

Everything waswrong. It came very strongly into my mind that we should have our soldierskill God
now, while they were still new in the world and wesk.

And then? If we killed God there would be no God. We could pretend to be God again, the way
Omimo pretended. But godhead is not pretense. Nor isit put on and off like agolden hat.

Theworld had died. That was fated and foretold. The fate of these strange men was to be God, and
they would haveto live ther fate aswelived ours, finding out what it wasto be asit cameto be, unless
they could see over their shoulders, which is one of the gifts of God.

| stood up again, taking Tazu's hand so that he stood beside me. “The city isyours,” | said to them,
“and the people are yours. Theworld isyours, and the war isyours. All praise and glory to you, our
God!” And we knelt once more and bowed our foreheads deeply to our thumbs, and |eft them.

“Where are we going?’ Tazu said. He wastwelve years old and no longer God. There weretearsin
hiseyes.

“To find Mother and Ruaway,” | said, “and Arzi and Lord Idiot and Haghag, and any of our people
who want to comewith us.” | had begun to say “our children,” but we were no longer their mother and
fether.

“Comewhere?’ Tazu sad.

“To Chimlu.

“Up in the mountains? Run and hide? We should stay and fight Omimo.”

“What for?’ | said.

That was Sixty years ago.

| have written thisto tell how it wasto live in the house of God before the world ended and began
again. Totdl it | havetried to write with the mind | had then. But neither then nor now do | fully
understand the oracle which my father and all the priests saw and spoke. All of it cameto pass. Yet we
have no God, and no oraclesto guide us.

None of the srange men lived along life, but they dl lived longer than Omimo.

We were on the long road up into the mountains when an angel caught up with usto tell usthat



Meswa had joined Omimo, and the two generas had brought their great army against the house of the
grangers, which stood like atower in the fields near Soze River, with awaste of burned earth around it.
The strangers warned Omimo and hisarmy clearly to withdraw, sending lightning out of the house over
their headsthat set distant trees afire. Omimo would not heed. He could prove he was God only by
killing God. He commanded hisarmy to rush at thetall house. He and Mesiwa and a hundred men
around him were destroyed by a single bolt of lightning. They were burned to ash. Hisarmy fled in terror.

“They are God! They are God indeed!” Tazu said when he heard the angd tell usthat. He spoke
joyfully, for he was as unhappy in hisdoubt as| was. And for awhile we could dl believein them, since
they could wield the lightning. Many people caled them God aslong asthey lived.

My bdief isthat they were not God in any sense of theword | understand, but were otherworldly,
supernatura beings, who had great powers, but were weak and ignorant of our world, and soon
sckened of it and died.

There were fourteen of themin al. Some of them lived more than ten years. These learned to spesk
aswedo. One of them came up into the mountainsto Chimlu, dong with some of the pilgrimswho still
wanted to worship Tazu and me as God. Tazu and | and this man talked for many days, learning from
each other. Hetold usthat their house moved intheair, flying like adragon-lizard, but itswings were
broken. He told usthat in the land they came from the sunlight is very wesk, and it was our strong
sunlight that made them sick. Though they covered their bodies with weavings, dill their thin skinslet the
sunlight in, and they would al die soon. Hetold us they were sorry they had come. | said, “Y ou had to
come. God saw you coming. What useisit to be sorry?’

He agreed with me that they were not God. He said that God lived in the sky. That seemed to usa
usaless place for God to live. Tazu said they had indeed been God when they came, since they fulfilled
the oracle and changed the world; but now, like us, they were common people.

Ruaway took aliking to this stranger, maybe because she had been a stranger, and when he was at
Chimlu they dept together. She said he was like any man under his weavings and coverings. Hetold her
he could not impregnate her, as his seed would not ripen in our earth. Indeed the strangers eft no
children,

This stranger told us his name, Bin-yi-zin. He came back up to Chimlu severd times, and wasthe last
of them to die. He left with Ruaway the dark crystals he wore before his eyes, which make things ook
larger and clearer for her, though to my eyesthey make things dim. To me he gave his own record of his
life, in abeautiful writing made of lines of little pictures, which | kegp in the box with thiswriting | make.

When Tazu’ stesticles ripened we had to decide what to do, for brothers and sisters among the
common people do not marry. We asked the priests and they advised usthat our marriage being divine
could not be unmade, and that though no longer God we were husband and wife. Since we were in each
other’ s heart, this pleased us, and often we dept together. Twice | conceived, but the conceptions
aborted, one very early and one in the fourth month, and | did not conceive again. Thiswasagrief to us,
and yet fortunate, for had we had children, the people might have tried to make them be God.

It takesalong timeto learn to live without God, and some people never do. They would rather have
afdse God than none at dl. All through the years, though seldom now, people would climb up to Chimlu
to beg Tazu and me to come back down to the city and be God. And when it became clear that the
strangers would not rule the country as God, either under the old rules or with new ones, men began to
imitate Omimo, marrying ladies of our lineage and claming to beanew God. They dl found followers
and they al made wars, fighting each other. None of them had Omimo’ sterrible courage, or the loyaty
of agreat army to asuccessful genera. They have al come to wretched ends at the hands of angry,
disappointed, wretched people.

For my people and my land have fared no better than | feared and saw over my shoulder on the night
the world ended. The great stone roads are not maintained. In placesthey are aready broken. Almoghay
bridge was never rebuilt. The granaries and storehouses are empty and faling down. The old and sick
must beg from neighbors, and a pregnant girl has only her mother to turn to, and an orphan has no one.
Thereisfaminein the west and south. We are the hungry people, now. The angels no longer weave the
net of government, and one part of the land knows nothing of the others. They say barbarians have



brought back the wilderness across the Fourth River, and ground dragons spawn in thefields of grain.
Little generals and painted gods raise armies to waste lives and goods and spoil the sacred earth.

Theevil timewill not last forever. No time does. | died as God along time ago. | havelived asa
common woman along time. Each year | see the sun turn back from the south behind great
Kanaghadwa. Though God does not dance on the glittering pavement, yet | see the birthday of the world
over the shoulder of my desth.

Oracle
GREG EGAN

Greg Egan (www.netspace.net.au/~gregegan), who livesin Perth, West Australia, hit hisstride in
the early 1990s and became one of the most interesting new hard S- writers of the decade. He is
internationally famous for his stories and novels. His name burst into international prominencein
1990 with several fine SF stories that focussed attention on hiswriting. His SF novelsto date are
Quarantine (1992), Permutation City (1994), Distress (1995), Diaspora (1997), and Teranesia
(1999); his short story collections are Our Lady of Chernobyl (1995), Axiomatic (1995), and
Luminous (1999). As of 2000, heis the flagship hard SF writer of the younger generation.

“Oracle,” an alternate history hard SF tale that was published in ASmov's, setsup a
dramatic philosophical debate between figures who represent Alan Turing and C. S. Lewis. At
issue is the existence of God, and reason versus the supernatural. In an interview first published in
Spanish in Gigamesh magazine, Egan said, “ There are people who think that if you ask the
question ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ then the only meaningful answer is‘God.’
| can understand why they feel that way, but | don’t think that’ s really an answer at all... science
is the only way we can hope to get the facts straight, about the world we're living in, and the
consequences of our actions.” This story isin the Gernsback and Campbell tradition, in which
science is adequate to the task.

1

On his eighteenth day in the tiger cage, Robert Stoney began to lose hope of emerging unscathed.

He' d woken a dozen times throughout the night with an overwhelming need to stretch his back and
limbs, and none of the useful compromise positions he’ d discovered in hisfirst few days—the least-worst
solutionsto the geometrica problem of his confinement—had been able to dull his sense of panic. He d
been in far more pain in the second week, suffering crampsthat felt asif the muscles of hislegswere
dying on the bone, but these new spasms had come from somewhere deeper, powered by a sense of
urgency that revolved entirdy around his own awareness of his Stuation.

That was what frightened him. Sometimes he could find ways to minimize his discomfort, sometimes
he couldn’t, but he’ d been clinging to the thought that, in the end, al these fuckers could ever do was hurt
him. That wasn't true, though. They could make him ache for freedom in the middle of the night, the way
he might have ached with grief, or love. HE d dways cherished the understanding that his self wasa
whole, hismind and body indivisble. But he' d failed to gppreciate the corollary: through his body, they
could touch every part of him. Change every part of him.

Morning brought a fresh torment: hay fever. The house was somewhere deep in the countryside, with
nothing to be heard in the middle of the day but bird song. June had aways been hisworst month for hay
fever, but in Manchester it had been tolerable. As he ate breskfast, mucus dripped from hisfaceinto the
bowl of lukewarm oats they’ d given-him. He stanched the flow with the back of hishand, but suffered a
moment of shuddering revulsion when he couldn’t find away to reposition himsalf to wipe hishand clean
on histrousers. Soon he’ d need to empty hisbowels. They supplied him with a chamber pot whenever



he asked, but they aways waited two or three hours before removing it. The smell was bad enough, but
the fact that it took up space in the cage was worse.

Toward the middle of the morning, Peter Quint cameto see him. “How are we today, Prof?" Robert
didn’t reply. Since the day Quint had responded with a puzzled frown to the suggestion that he had an
appropriate name for a gpook, Robert had tried to make at least one fresh joke at the man’s expense
every timethey met, a petty but satisfying indulgence. But now his mind was blank, and in retrospect the
whole exercise seemed like an insane distraction, as bizarre and futile as scoring philosophical points
againgt some predatory anima whileit gnawed on hisleg.

“Many happy returns,” Quint said cheerfully.

Robert took care to betray no surprise. He' d never lost track of the days, but he' d stopped thinking
interms of the calendar date; it Smply wasn't rlevant. Back in the red world, to have forgotten hisown
birthday would have been considered a benign eccentricity. Here it would be taken as proof of his
deterioration, and imminent surrender.

If he was cracking, he could at least choose the point of fissure. He spoke as calmly as he could,
without looking up. “You know | dmost qudified for the Olympic marathon, back in forty-eight?If |
hadn't done my hip in just beforethetrids, | might have competed.” Hetried a self-deprecating laugh. “1
suppose | was never redly much of an athlete. But I’ m only forty-six. I'm not ready for awheelchair
yet.” Thewordsdid help: he could beg thisway without bresking down completely, expressng an honest
fear without revealing how much deeper the threat of damage went.

He continued, with a measured note of plaintiveness that he hoped sounded like an gppedl to
farness “I just can't bear the thought of being crippled. All I'm asking isthat you let me stand upright.
Let mekeep my hedth.”

Quint was slent for amoment, then he replied with atone of thoughtful sympethy. “I1t's unnaturd,
isn'tit?Living likethis bent over, twisted, day after day. Living in an unnaturd way isaways going to
harm you. I’'m glad you can findly seethat.”

Robert wastired; it took severa secondsfor the meaning to sink in. It wasthat crude, that obvious?
They' d locked him in this cage, for dl thistime, asakind of ham-fisted metaphor for his crimes?

He amost burst out laughing, but he contained himself. “1 don’t suppose you know Franz Kafka?’

“Kafka?’ Quint could never hide hisvoracity for names. “One of your Commie chums, ishe?’

“I very much doubt that he was ever aMarxist.” Quint was disappointed, but prepared to make do
with second best. “One of the other kind, then?’

Robert pretended to be pondering the question. * On balance, | suspect that’ s not too likely either.”

“So why bring his name up?’

“I have afeding he would have admired your methods, that’ sal. He was quite the connoisseur.”

“Hmm.” Quint sounded suspicious, but not entirely un-flattered.

Robert had first set eyes on Quint in February of 1952. His house had been burgled the week
before, and Arthur, ayoung man he' d been seeing since Christmas, had confessed to Robert that he'd
given an acquai ntance the address. Perhaps the two of them had planned to rob him, and Arthur had
backed out at the last moment. In any case, Robert had gone to the police with an unlikely story about
gpotting the culprit in apub, trying to sall an eectric razor of the same make and modd asthe onetaken
from his house. No one could be charged on such flimsy evidence, so Robert had had no qualms about
the consequencesif Arthur had turned out to be lying. HE d smply hoped to prompt an investigation that
might turn up something more tangible.

The following day, the CID had paid Robert avisit. The man he’ d accused was known to the police,
and fingerprints taken on the day of the burglary matched the printsthey had on file. However, at thetime
Robert claimed to have seen him in the pub, he' d been in custody aready on an entirely different charge.

The detectives had wanted to know why he' d lied. To spare himself the embarrassment, Robert had
explained, of spelling out the true source of hisinformation. Why was that embarrassng?

“I'minvolved with theinformant.”

One detective, Mr Wills, had asked matter-of-factly, “What exactly doesthat entail, Sr?” And
Robert—in aburst of frankness, asif honesty itsalf was sure to be rewarded— had told him every detail.



He'd known it was till technically illegd, of course. But then, so was playing footba | on Easter Sunday .
It could hardly betreated as a serious crime, like burglary.

The police had strung him along for hours, gathering as much information asthey could before
disabusing him of this misconception. They hadn’t charged him immediately; they’ d needed a statement
from Arthur first. But then Quint had materidized the next morning, and spelt out the choices very starkly.
Threeyearsin prison, with hard labor. Or Robert could resume his war-time work—for just one day a
week, as ahandsomely paid consultant to Quint’ s branch of the secret service—and the chargeswould
quigtly vanish.

At firgt, he' d told Quint to let the courts do their worst. He' d been angry enough to want to take a
stand againgt the preposterous law, and whatever hisfedingsfor Arthur, Quint had
suggested—ygloatingly, asif it strengthened his case—that the younger, working-class man would be
treated far more leniently than Robert, having been led astray by someone whose duty wasto set an
examplefor the lower orders. Three yearsin prison was an unsettling prospect, but it would not have
been the end of theworld; the Mark | had changed the way he worked, but he could still function with
nothing but a pencil and paper, if necessary. Even if they’ d had him breaking rocks from dawn to dusk he
probably would have been able to day-dream productively, and for al Quint’s scaremongering he'd
doubted it would cometo that.

At some point, though, in the twenty-four hours Quint had given him to reach adecision, he d lost his
nerve. By granting the spooks their one day aweek, he could avoid all the fuss and disruption of atrid.
And though hiswork at the time—modeling embryologica devel opment—had been as chalenging as
anything he' d donein hislife, he hadn’t been immune to pangs of nostalgiafor the old days, when thefate
of wholefleets of battleships had rested on finding the most efficient way to extract logical contradictions
from abank of rotating whedls.

The trouble with giving in to extortion was, it proved that you could be bought. Never mind that the
Russians could hardly have offered to intervene with the Manchester constabulary next time he needed to
be rescued. Never mind that he would scarcely have cared if an enemy agent had threatened to send
such comprehensive evidence to the newspapers that there’ d be no prospect of his patrons saving him
again. He' d logt any chanceto proclaim that what he did in bed with another willing partner was not an
issue of national security; by saying yesto Quint, he’d madeit one. By choosing to be corrupted once,
he' d brought the whole torrent of cliches and paranoia down upon his head: he was vulnerable to
blackmail, an easy target for entrapment, perfidious by nature. He might aswell have posed in flagrante
delicto with Guy Burgess on the steps of the Kremlin.

It wouldn't have mattered if Quint and his masters had merely decided that they couldn’t trust him.
The problem was—some six years after recruiting him, with no reason to believe that he had ever
breached security in any way— they’ d convinced themsalves that they could neither continue to employ
him, nor safely leave him in peace, until they’ d rid him of thetrait they’ d used to control himinthefirst
place.

Robert went through the painful, complicated process of rearranging his body so he could look Quint
inthe eye. “You know, if it waslegd there’ d be nothing to worry about, would there? Why don’t you
devote some of your consider able Machiavellian taents to that end? Blackmail afew politicians. Set up
aRoyad Commission. It would only take you a couple of years. Then we could al get on with our regl
jobs”

Quint blinked at him, more startled than outraged. Y ou might aswell say that we should legdize
treason!”

Robert opened his mouth to reply, then decided not to waste his breath. Quint wasn't expressing a
mora opinion. He smply meant that aworld in which fewer peopl€e sliveswere ruled by the constant
fear of discovery was hardly one that aman in his profession would wish to hasten into existence.

When Robert was done again, the time dragged. His hay fever worsened, until he was sneezing and
gagging dmost continuoudy; even with freedom of movement and an endless supply of the softest linen
handkerchiefs, he would have been reduced to abject misery. Gradually, though, he grew more adept at



dedling with the symptoms, delegating the task to some barely conscious part of himsdlf. By the middle of
the afternoon—covered in filth, eyes dmost swollen shut—he findly managed to turn hismind back to his
work.

For the past four years he' d been immersed in particle physics. He d been following the field on and
off snce before the war, but the paper by Yang and Millsin’ 54, in which they’ d generdized Maxwdl’s
equations for electromagnetism to apply to the strong nuclear force, had jolted him into action.

After severa fase starts, he believed he' d discovered auseful way to cast gravity into the sameform.
In generd relativity, if you carried afour-dimensional velocity vector around aloop that enclosed a
curved region of pacetime, it came back rotated—a phenomenon highly reminiscent of the way more
abstract vectors behaved in nuclear physics. In both cases, the rotations could be treated dgebraicaly,
and the traditiona way to get a handle on thiswas to make use of a set of matrices of complex numbers
whose relationships mimicked the agebrain question. Hermann Weyl had cata ogued most of the
possibilities back in the’ 20s and’ 30s.

In spacetime, there were six distinct ways you could rotate an object: you could turn it around any of
three perpendicular axesin pace, or you could boost its velocity in any of the same three directions.
These two kinds of rotation were complementary, or “dual” to each other, with the ordinary rotations
only affecting coordinates that were untouched by the corresponding boost, and vice versa. This meant
that you could rotate something around, say, the x -axis, and speed it up in the same direction, without
the two processesinterfering.

When Robert had tried applying the Y ang-Mills approach to gravity in the obvious way, he'd
floundered. It was only when he' d shifted the dgebra of rotationsinto anew, strangely skewed guise that
the mathematics had begun to fall into place. Inspired by atrick that particle physicists used to construct
fiddswith left-or right-handed spin, he' d combined every rotation with its own duad multiplied by i, the
square root of minus one. The result was aset of rotationsin four complex dimensions, rather than the
four rea ones of ordinary spacetime, but the rel ationships between them preserved the origind algebra.

Demanding that these “sdf-dual” rotations satisfy Eingtein’ s equations turned out to be equivaent to
ordinary generd rdativity, but the process|eading to a quantum-mechanical version of the theory became
dramaticaly smpler. Robert till had no ideahow to interpret this, but asa purely forma trick it worked
gpectacularly well—and when the mathematics fdll into place like that, it had to mean something.

He spent severa hours pondering old results, turning them over in hismind' s eye, rechecking and
reimagining everything in the hope of forging some new connection. Making no progress, but there'd
aways been dayslike that. It was atriumph merdly to spend this much time doing what he would have
done back in the real world—however mundane, or even frustrating, the same activity might have beenin
itsorigind setting.

By evening, though, the victory began to seem hollow. He hadn’t logt hiswits entirdly, but hewas
frozen, stunted. He might aswell have whiled away the hours reciting the base-32 multiplication tablein
Baudot code, just to prove that he till remembered it.

Asthe room filled with shadows, his powers of concentration deserted him completely. His hay fever
had abated, but he was too tired to think, and in too much pain to deep. Thiswasn't Russa, they
couldn’t hold him forever; he smply had to wear them down with his patience. But when, exactly, would
they haveto let him go? And how much more patient could Quint be, with no pain, no terror, to erode his
determination?

Themoon rose, casting a paich of light on the far wall; hunched over, he couldn’t seeit directly, but it
slvered the gray at hisfeet, and changed hiswhole sense of the space around him. The cavernous room
mocking his confinement reminded him of nights he d spent lying awake in the dormitory at Sherborne. A
public school education did have one great advantage: however miserable you were afterward, you could
awaystake comfort in the knowledge that life would never be quite as bad again.

“Thisroom smells of mathematicsl Go out and fetch adisinfectant spray!” That had been his
form-master’ sidea of showing what a civilized man hewas. contempt for that |oathsome subject, the stuff
of engineering and other low trades. And asfor Robert’ s chemistry experiments, like the beautiful
color-changing iodate reaction he' d learned from Chris's brother—.



Robert felt afamiliar achein the pit of his ssomach. Not now. | can’t afford this now. But the whole
thing swept over him, unwanted, unbidden. He d used to meet Chrisin thelibrary on Wednesdays, for
months, that had been the only time they could spend together. Robert had been fifteen then, Chrisayear
older. If Chrishad been plain, he ill would have shone like a creature from another world. No one else
in Sherborne had read Eddington on relativity, Hardy on mathematics. No one else' s horizons stretched
beyond rugby, sadism, and the dimly satisfying prospect of reading classics at Oxford then vanishing into
the maw of the civil service.

They had never touched, never kissed. While haf the school had been indulging in passonless
sodomy—as arather literal-minded substitute for the much too difficult task of imagining
women—Robert had been too shy even to declare hisfedlings. Too shy, and too afraid that they might
not be reciprocated. 1t hadn't mattered. To have afriend like Chris had been enough.

In December of 1929, they’ d both sat the examsfor Trinity College, Cambridge. Chris had won a
scholarship; Robert hadn't. He' d reconciled himsdlf to their separation, and prepared for one more year
at Sherborne without the one person who' d made it bearable. Chriswould be following happily in the
footsteps of Newton; just thinking of that would be some consolation.

Chrisnever madeit to Cambridge. In February, after six daysin agony, he' d died of bovine
tuberculoss.

Robert wept slently, angry with himself because he knew that haf hiswretchednesswas just
sf-pity, exploiting his grief asadisguise. He had to stay honest; once every source of unhappinessin his
life melted together and became indigtinguishable, he' d be like a cowed animal, with no sense of the past
or the future. Ready to do anything to get out of the cage.

If he hadn’t yet reached that point, he was close. It would only take afew more nightslikethe last
one. Drifting off in the hope of afew minutes' blankness, to find that deep itsalf shone acolder light on
everything. Drifting off, then waking with a sense of loss so extreme it waslike suffocation.

A woman'’ svoice spoke from the darknessin front of him. * Get off your knees!”

Robert wondered if he was halucinating. He d heard no one approach across the creaky
floorboards.

The voice said nothing more. Robert rearranged his body so he could look up from the floor. There
was awoman he' d never seen before, standing afew feet away.

She' d sounded angry, but as he studied her face in the moonlight through the dits of his swollen eyes,
he redlized that her anger was directed, not at him, but at his condition. She gazed at him with an
expression of horror and outrage, asif she’ d chanced upon him being held like thisin some respectable
neighbor’ s basement, rather than an M6 facility. Maybe she was one of the staff employed in the upkeep
of the house, but had no ideawhat went on here? Surely those people were vetted and supervised,
though, and threatened with life imprisonment if they ever set foot outside their prescribed domains.

For one surred moment, Robert wondered if Quint had sent her to seduce him. It would not have
been the strangest thing they’ d tried. But she radiated such fierce salf assurance—such a sense of
confidence that she could speak with the authority of her convictions, and expect to be heeded— that he
knew she could never have been chosen for the role. No onein Her Mg esty’ s government would
consder sef assurance an attractive quaity in awoman.

Hesad, “Throw methekey, and I’ ll show you my Roger Bannister impression.”

She shook her head. “Y ou don’t need akey. Those days are over.”

Robert started with fright. There were no bars between them. But the cage couldn’t have vanished
before his eyes; she must have removed it while he' d been lost in hisreverie. He d gone through the
whole painful exercise of turning to face her asif he were till confined, without even noticing.

Removed it how?

He wiped his eyes, shivering at the dizzying prospect of freedom. “Who areyou?’ An agent for the
Russians, sent to liberate him from his own sde? She' d have to be azedot, then, or strangely naive, to
view historture with such wide-eyed innocence.

She stepped forward, then reached down and took his hand. “ Do you think you can walk?’ Her grip
was firm, and her skin was cool and dry. She was completely unafraid; she might have been agood



Samaritan in apublic street helping an old man to hisfeet after afall—not an intruder helping athreet to
national security break out of thergpeutic detention, at the risk of being shot on sight.

“I’'m not even sure | can stand.” Robert steeled himsealf; maybe this woman was atrained assassn,
but it would be too much to presumethat if he cried out in pain and brought guards rushing in, she could
gl extricate him without raising a swest. “Y ou haven't answered my question.”

“My name' sHelen.” She smiled and hoisted him to hisfeet, looking at once like a compassionate
child pulling open the jaws of ahunter’ scrud trap, and avery powerful, very intelligent carnivore
contemplating its own strength. “1’ ve come to change everything.”

Robert said, “Oh, good.”

Robert found that he could hobble; it was painful and undignified, but at least he didn’t have to be
carried. Helen led him through the house; lights showed from some of the rooms, but there were no
voices, no footsteps save their own, no signs of life at adl. When they reached the tradesmen’ s entrance
she unbolted the door, revealing a moonlit garden.

“Did you kill everyone?’ he whispered. He d made far too much noise to have come thisfar
unmolested. Much as he had reason to despise his captors, mass murder on his behaf was alot to take
in.

Heden cringed. “What arevolting idea! It'shard to believe sometimes, how uncivilized you are.”

“Y ou mean the British?”’

“All of you!”

“I must say, your accent’ s rather good.”

“I watched alot of cinema,” she explained. “Mostly Eding comedies. Y ou never know how much
that will hdp, though.”

“Quite”

They crossed the garden, heading for awooden gate in the hedge. Since murder was strictly for
imperiaists, Robert could only assume that she’ d managed to drug everyone.

The gate was unlocked. Outside the grounds, a cobbled lane ran past the hedge, leading into forest.
Robert was barefoot, but the stones weren't cold, and the dight unevenness of the path was welcome,
restoring circulation to the soles of hisfest.

Asthey waked, hetook stock of his situation. He was out of captivity, thanks entirely to thiswoman.
Sooner or later he was going to have to confront her agenda.

Hesad, “I'm not leaving the country.”

Helen murmured assent, asif he' d passed a casua remark about the wegther.

“And I’m not going to discuss my work with you.”

“Fine”

Robert stopped and stared at her. She said, “Put your arm across my shoulders.”

He complied; she was exactly the right height to support him comfortably. He said, “Y ou’'re not a
Soviet agent, are you?’

Helen was amused. “Isthat really what you thought?’

“I'm not dl that quick on my feet tonight.”

“No.” They began walking together. Helen said, “ There satrain station about three kilometers away.
Y ou can get cleaned up, rest there until morning, and decide where you want to go.”

“Won't the station be thefirst place they’ Il look?”

“They won't be looking anywherefor awhile.”

The moon was high above the trees. The two of them could not have made amore conspicuous
couple: asensbly dressed, quite striking young woman, supporting afilthy, ragged tramp. If avillager
cycled past, the best they could hope for was being mistaken for an acoholic father and his martyred
daughter.

Martyred al right: she moved so efficiently, despite the burden, that any onlooker would assume
she' d been doing thisfor years. Robert tried dtering hisgait dightly, subtly changing thetiming of his
stepsto seeif he could make her fater, but Helen adapted instantly. If she knew she was being tested,



though, she kept it to hersdlf.

Findly hesaid, “What did you do with the cage?’

“I time-reversed it.”

Hairs stood up on the back of his neck. Even assuming that she could do such athing, it wasn't at all
clear to him how that could have stopped the bars from scattering light and interacting with hisbodly. It
should merely have turned dectronsinto positrons, and killed them both in ashower of gammarays.

That conjuring trick wasn’t hismost pressing concern, though. “1 can only think of three placesyou
might have comefrom,” hesaid.

Helen nodded, asif she'd put herself in his shoes and cata ogued the possibilities. “Rule out one; the
other two are both right.”

Shewas not from an extrasolar planet. Evenif her civilization possessed some means of viewing
Eding comedies from adistance of light years, she wasfar too sengitive to his specific human concerns.

Shewas from the future, but not his own.

Shewas from the future of another Everett branch.

Heturned to her. “No paradoxes.”

She amiled, deciphering his shorthand immediately. “ That' sright. It's physically impossible to travel
into your own past, unless you' ve made exacting preparations to ensure compatible boundary conditions.
That can be achieved, in a controlled |aboratory setting—hbut in the field it would be like trying to baance
ten thousand e ephantsin an inverted pyramid, while the bottom one rode aunicycle: excruciatingly
difficult, and entirely pointless.”

Robert was tongue-tied for several seconds, ahorde of questions battling for accessto hisvoca
chords. “But how do you travel into the past at al?’

“It will take awhileto bring you up to speed completely, but if you want the short answer: you've
aready stumbled on one of the clues. | read your paper in Physical Review, and it's correct asfar asit
goes. Quantum gravity involvesfour complex dimensions, but the only classica solutions—the only
geometries that remain in phase under dight perturbations—have curvature that’ s either salf-dudl, or
anti-self-dua. Those are the only stationary points of the action, for the complete Lagrangian. And both
solutions appear, from theingde, to contain only four real dimensions.

“It' smeaninglessto ask which sector we'rein, but we might aswell cal it self-dud. In that case, the
anti-sdf-dua solutions have an arrow of time running backward compared to ours.”

“Why?’ Ashe blurted out the question, Robert wondered if he sounded like an impatient child to her.
But if she suddenly vanished back into thin air, he'd have far fewer regrets for making afool of himself
thisway than if he’d maintained afagade of sophisticated nonchalance.

Hden sad, “Ultimately, that’ srelated to spin. And it’ s down to the mass of the neutrino that we can
tunnel between sectors. But I'll need to draw you some diagrams and equationsto explain it dl
properly.”

Robert didn’t press her for more; he had no choice but to trust that she wouldn't desert him. He
staggered on in silence, awonderful ache of anticipation building in his chest. If someone had put this
Stuation to him hypotheticdly, he would have pioudy inssted that he d prefer to toil on at his own pace.
But despite the satisfaction it had given him on the few occas ons when he' d made genuine discoveries
himsdlf, what mattered in the end was understanding as much as you could, however you could. Better to
ransack the past and the future than go through life in a state of willful ignorance.

“Y ou said you' ve come to change things?’

She nodded. “1 can't predict the future here, of course, but there are pitfallsin my own past that | can
help you avoid. In my twentieth century, people discovered thingstoo dowly. Everything changed much
too dowly. Between us, | think we can speed things up.”

Robert was silent for awhile, contemplating the magnitude of what she was proposing. Then he said,
“It'sapity you didn’t come sooner. In this branch, about twenty years ago—"

Helen cut him off. “1 know. We had the same war. The same Holocaut, the same Soviet degth toll.
But we ve yet to be able to avert that, anywhere. Y ou can never do anything in just one history—even
the most focused intervention happens across abroad ‘ribbon’ of strands. When we try to reach back to



the’30s and ’ 40s, the ribbon overlaps with its own past to such a degree that dl the worst horrors are
faitsaccompli. We can't shoot any verson of Adolf Hitler, because we can't shrink the ribbon to the
point where none of uswould be shooting ourselvesin the back. All we ve ever managed are minor
interventions, like sending projectiles back to the Blitz, saving afew lives by deflecting bombs.”

“What, knocking them into the Thames?’

“No, that would have been too risky. We did some modeling, and the safest thing turned out to be
diverting them onto big, empty buildings. Westmingter Abbey, Saint Paul’ s Cathedra.”

The station cameinto view ahead of them. Helen said, “What do you think? Do you want to head
back to Manchester?’

Robert hadn’t given the question much thought. Quint could track him down anywhere, but the more
people he had around him, the lessvulnerable he'd be. In hishouse in Wilmdow he' d be there for the
taking.

“I dill haveroomsat Cambridge,” he said tentatively.

“Good idea”

“What are your own plans?’

Helen turned to him. “| thought I" d stay with you.” She smiled at the expression on hisface. “Don’t
worry, I'll giveyou plenty of privacy. And if people want to make assumptions, let them. Y ou dready
have a scanda ous reputation; you might aswell seeit branch out in new directions.”

Robert saidd wryly, “I’'m afraid it does’t quite work that way. They’ d throw us out immediately.”

Helen snorted. “They could try.”

“Y ou may have defeated MI6, but you haven't dedlt with Cambridge porters.” Theredlity of the
Stuation washed over him anew at the thought of her in his study, writing out the equationsfor time travel
on the blackboard. “ Why me? | can appreciate that you' d want to make contact with someone who
could understand how you came here—but why not Everett, or Y ang, or Feynman? Compared to
Feynman, I'm adilettante.”

Heden sad, “Maybe. But you have an equally practica bent, and you'll learn fast enough.”

There had to be moreto it than that: thousands of people would have been capable of absorbing her
lessonsjugt asrapidly. “The physics you' ve hinted at—in your past, did | discover dl that?’

“No. Your Physica Review paper helped metrack you down here, but in my own history that was
never published.” Therewas aflicker of disquiet in her eyes, asif she had far greater disgppointmentsin
store on that subject.

Robert didn’'t care much either way; if anything, the less his alter ego had achieved, thelesshe'd be
troubled by jedlousy.

“Then what wasit, that made you choose me?’

“You redly haven't guessed?’ Helen took hisfree hand and held the fingersto her face; it wasa
tender gesture, but much more like adaughter’ sthan alover’s. “It' sawarm night. No on€' s skin should
bethiscold.”

Robert gazed into her dark eyes, as playful as any human’s, as serious, as proud. Given the chance,
perhaps any decent person would have plucked him from Quint’ s grasp. But only one kind would fed a
gpecia obligation, asif they were repaying an ancient debt.

Hesad, “You reamachine”

2

John Hamilton, Professor of Medieva and Renaissance English at Magdaene College, Cambridge,
read the last letter in the morning’ s pile of fan mail with agrowing sense of satisfaction.

The letter was from ayoung American, atweve-year-old girl in Boston. It opened in the usud way,
declaring how much pleasure his books had given her, before going on to list her favorite scenes and
characters. Asever, Jack was delighted that the stories had touched someone deeply enough to prompt
them to respond thisway. But it wasthe find paragraph that was by far the most gratifying:

However much other children might tease me, or grown-upstoo when I’'m older, | will NEVER,



EVER stop believing in the Kingdom of Nescia. Sarah stopped believing, and she was locked out of the
Kingdom forever. At first that made me cry, and | couldn’t deep dl night because | was afraid | might
stop believing myself one day. But | understand now that it's good to be afraid, because it will help me
keep people from changing my mind. And if you' re not willing to believe in magic lands, of courseyou
can't enter them. There’ s nothing even Belvedere himsdlf can do to save you, then.

Jack refilled and lit his pipe, then reread the letter. Thiswas his vindication: the proof that through his
books he could touch ayoung mind, and plant the seed of faith in fertile ground. It made all the scorn of
hisjedous, stuck-up colleagues fade into inggnificance. Children understood the power of stories, the
redlity of myth, the need to believe in something beyond the disma gray farce of the materia world.

It was't atruth that could be reveded the “adult” way: through scholarship, or reason. Least of dll
through philosophy, as Elizabeth Anscombe had shown him on that awful night at the Socratic Club. A
devout Chrigtian herself, Anscombe had nonetheless taken dl the arguments againgt materidism from his
popular book, Signs and Wonders, and trampled them into the ground. It had been an unfair match from
the start: Anscombe was a professional philosopher, steeped in the work of everyone from Aquinasto
Wittgengtein; Jack knew the history of ideasin medieval Europe intimately, but he'd lost interest in
modern philosophy onceit had been invaded by fashionable positivists. And Signs and Wonders had
never been intended as a scholarly work; it had been good enough to pass muster with asympathetic lay
readership, but trying to defend his admittedly rough-and-ready mixture of common sense and useful
shortcutsto faith against Anscombe’ s merciless analysis had made him fed like a country yokel
sammering in front of abishop.

Tenyearslater, he still burned with resentment at the humiliation she’ d put him through, but hewas
grateful for the lesson she d taught him. His earlier books, and hisradio talks, had not been acomplete
wadte of time—but the harpy’ s triumph had shown him just how pitiful human reason waswhen it came
to the great questions. He' d begun working on the stories of Nesciayears before, but it was only when
the dust had settled on hismost painful defeat that he' d finaly recognized histrue caling.

He removed his pipe, stood, and turned to face Oxford. “Kissmy arse, Elizabeth!” he growled
happily, waving the letter at her. Thiswas awonderful omen. It was going to be avery good day.

There was aknock at the door of his study.

“Come’”

It was his brother, William. Jack was puzzled—he hadn't even redlized Willie wasin town—but he
nodded a greeting and motioned at the couch opposite his desk.

Willie sat, hisface flushed from the sairs, frowning. After amoment he said, “ This chap Stoney.”

“Hmm?’ Jack was only haf listening as he sorted papers on his desk. He knew from long experience
that Williewould take forever to get to the point.

“Did some kind of hush-hush work during the war, apparently.”

“Who did?

“Robert Stoney. Mathematician. Used to be up at Manchester, but he'sa Fellow of Kings, and now
he' sback in Cambridge. Did somekind of secret war work. Same thing as Macolm Muggeridge,
apparently. No one' s alowed to say what.”

Jack looked up, amused. He' d heard rumors about Muggeridge, but they al revolved around the
business of anayzing intercepted German radio messages. What conceivable use would amathematician
have been, for that? Sharpening pencilsfor the intelligence andy4ts, presumably.

“What about him, Willie?" Jack asked patiently.

Willie continued reluctantly, asif he was confessing to something mildly immord. “1 paid him avisit
yesterday. Place cdled the Cavendish. Old army friend of mine has a brother who works there. Got the
wholetour.”

“I know the Cavendish. What' s there to see?”’

“He sdoing things, Jack. Impossible things.”

“Impossible?

“Looking insde people. Putting it on ascreen, likeatelevison.”

Jack Sghed. “Taking X-rays?’



Willie sngpped back angrily, “I’'m not afool; | know what an X-ray lookslike. Thisisdifferent. You
can seethe blood flow. Y ou can watch your heart beating. Y ou can follow a sensation through the nerves
from fingertip to brain. He says, soon he' Il be able to watch athought in motion.”

“Nonsense.” Jack scowled. “ So he' sinvented some gadget, some fancy kind of X-ray machine.
What are you so agitated about?’

Willie shook hishead gravely. “There smore. That'sjust thetip of the iceberg. He' s only been back
in Cambridge ayear, and dready the place is overflowing with wonders.” He used the word
begrudgingly, asif he had no choice, but was afraid of conveying more gpproval than he intended.

Jack was beginning to fed adistinct sense of unease.

“What exactly isit you want meto do?’ he asked.

Williereplied plainly, “ Go and see for yourself. Go and see what he sup to.”

The Cavendish Laboratory was amid-Victorian building, designed to resemble something
considerably older and grander. It housed the entire Department of Physics, complete with lecture
theaters, the place was swarming with noisy undergraduates. Jack had had no trouble arranging atour:
he' d smply telephoned Stoney and expressed his curiosity, and no more substantial reason had been
required.

Stoney had been dlocated three adjoining rooms at the back of the building, and the “ spin resonance
imager” occupied most of thefirst. Jack obligingly placed his arm between the coils, then dmost jerked it
out in fright when the strange, transected view of his muscles and veins appeared on the picture tube. He
wondered if it could be some kind of hoax, but he clenched hisfist dowly and watched the image do the
same, then made saverd unpredictable movementswhich it mimicked equally well.

“I can show you individud blood cdlls, if youlike,” Stoney offered cheerfully.

Jack shook his head; his current, unmagnified flaying was quite enough to takein.

Stoney hesitated, then added awkwardly, “Y ou might want to talk to your doctor at some point. It's
just that, your bone density’ srather —” He pointed to a chart on the screen beside theimage. “Wdll, it's
quite abit below the normal range.”

Jack withdrew hisarm. He' d dready been diagnosed with osteoporosis, and he’ d welcomed the
news: it meant that he' d taken asmall part of Joyce' sillness—the weaknessin her bones—into hisown
body. God was dlowing him to suffer alittlein her stead.

If Joyce were to step between these coils, what might that reveal ? But there’ d be nothing to add to
her diagnosis. Besides, if he kept up his prayers, and kept up both their spirits, in time her remission
would blossom from an uncertain reprieve into afully-fledged cure.

He said, “How does thiswork?’

“In astrong magnetic field, some of the atomic nuclel and eectronsin your body arefreeto dign
themsdvesin various wayswith thefidd.” Stoney must have seen Jack’ s eyes beginning to glaze over; he
quickly changed tack. “Think of it asbeing like setting awhole ot of spinning topswhirling, asvigoroudy
aspossible, then listening carefully asthey dow down and tip over. For the atomsin your body, that's
enough to give some clues asto what kind of molecule, and what kind of tissue, they’rein. The machine
ligensto atomsin different places by changing theway it combinesal the sgnasfrom hillions of tiny
antennae. It’ slike awhispering gdlery where we can play with thetime that sgnastaketo travel from
different places, moving the focus back and forth through any part of any body, thousands of timesa
second.”

Jack pondered this explanation. Though it sounded complicated, in principle it wasn't that much
stranger than X-rays.

“The physicsitsdf isold hat,” Stoney continued, “but for imaging, you need a very strong magnetic
fied, and you need to make sense of dl the datayou’ ve gathered. Nevill Mott made the superconducting
aloysfor the magnets. And | managed to persuade Rosalind Franklin from Birkbeck to collaborate with
us, to help perfect the fabrication process for the computing circuits. We cross-link lots of little Y -shaped
DNA fragments, then selectively coat them with metd; Rosalind worked out away to use X-ray
crystalography for quality control. We paid her back with a purpose-built computer that will Iet her solve



hydrated protein structuresin real time, once she gets her hands on a bright enough X-ray source.” He
held up asmall, unprepossessing object, rimmed with protruding gold wires. “ Each logic gate isroughly a
hundred lightingstroms cubed, and we grow them in three-dimensiond arrays. That' samillion, million,
million switchesin the pam of my hand.”

Jack didn’t know how to respond to this clam. Even when he couldn’t quite follow the man there
was something mesmerizing about hisramblings, like a cross between William Blake and nursery talk.

“If computers don’t excite you, we re doing al kinds of other thingswith DNA.” Stoney ushered him
into the next room, which was full of glassware, and seedlings in pots benegth srip lights. Two assstants
segted at abench weretoiling over microscopes, another was dispensing fluids into test tubeswith a
device that looked like an overgrown eye-dropper.

“There are adozen new species of rice, corn, and whesat here. They dl have at least double the
protein and minerd content of existing crops, and each one uses adifferent biochemica repertoireto
protect itsalf againgt insects and fungi. Farmers have to get away from monocultures; it leaves them too
vulnerable to disease, and too dependent on chemica pesticides.”

Jack said, “Y ou' ve bred these? All these new varieties, in amatter of months?’

“No, no! Ingtead of hunting down the heritable traits we needed in the wild, and struggling for years
to produce cross-breeds bearing al of them, we designed every trait from scratch. Then we
manufactured DNA that would make the tools the plants need, and inserted it into their germ cells”

Jack demanded angrily, “Who are you to say what a plant needs?’

Stoney shook hishead innocently. “I took my advice from agriculturd scientists, who took their
advice from farmers. They know what pests and blightsthey’ re up against. Food crops are as atificia as
Pekinese. Nature didn’t hand them to us on aplate, and if they’ re not working aswell as we need them
to, natureisn’t going to fix them for us”

Jack glowered at him, but said nothing. He was beginning to understand why Willie had sent him
here. The man came across as an enthusiagtic tinkerer, but there was a breathtaking arrogance lurking
behind the boyish exterior.

Stoney explained a collaboration he' d brokered between scientistsin Cairo, Bogota, London and
Cdcutta, to develop vaccinesfor polio, smalpox, maaria, typhoid, yellow fever, tuberculogs, influenza
and leprosy. Somewerethefirst of their kind; others were intended as replacementsfor existing
vaccines. “ It simportant that we create antigens without culturing the pathogensin animd cellsthat might
themsalves harbor viruses. Theteamsare al looking at variants on asimple, cheap technique that
involves putting antigen genesinto harmless bacteriathat will double as ddlivery vehicles and adjuvants,
then freeze-drying them into spores that can survive tropical heat without refrigeration.”

Jack was dightly mallified; thisal sounded highly admirable. What business Stoney had indructing
doctors on vaccines was another question. Presumably his jargon made sense to them, but when exactly
had this mathematician acquired the training to make even the most modest suggestions on the topic?

“Y ou're having aremarkably productive year,” he observed.

Stoney smiled. “The muse comes and goesfor al of us. But I'm redly just the catalyst in most of this.
I’ ve been lucky enough to find some people—here in Cambridge, and further afield—who’ ve been
willing to chance their arm on some wild idess. They’ ve done the real work.” He gestured toward the
next room. “My own pet projects are through here.”

The third room wasfull of €ectronic gadgets, wired up to picture tubes displaying both
phosphorescent words and images resembling engineering blueprints cometo life. In the middle of one
bench, incongruoudy, sat alarge cage containing severd hamgters.

Stoney fiddled with one of the gadgets, and aface like astylized drawing of amask appeared on an
adjacent screen. The mask looked around the room, then said, “Good morning, Robert. Good morning,
Professor Hamilton.”

Jack said, “Y ou had someone record those words?’

The mask replied, “No, Robert showed me photographs of al the teaching staff at Cambridge. If |
see anyone | know from the photographs, | greet them.” The face was crudely rendered, but the hollow
eyes seemed to meet Jack’ s. Stoney explained, It has no ideawhat it’s saying, of course. It'sjust an



exercisein face and voice recognition.”

Jack responded stiffly, “ Of course.”

Stoney motioned to Jack to approach and examine the hamster cage. He obliged him. There were
two adult animals, presumably a breeding pair. Two pink young were suckling from the mother, who
reclined in abed of straw.

“Look closdly,” Stoney urged him. Jack peered into the nest, then cried out an obscenity and backed
away.

One of the young was exactly what it seemed. The other was amachine, wrapped in ersatz skin, with
anozzle clamped to the warm test.

“That’ sthe most mongtrousthing I’ ve ever seen!” Jack’ s whole body was trembling. “What possible
reason could you have to do that?’

Stoney laughed and made areassuring gesture, asif his guest was anervous child recoiling from a
harmlesstoy. “1t'snot hurting her! And the point isto discover what it takes for the mother to accept it.
To ‘reproduce one’ skind” means having some set of parameters as to what that is. Scent, and some
aspects of gppearance, are important cuesin this case, but through tria and error I’ ve dso pinned down
aset of behaviorsthat |ets the smulacrum pass through every stage of the life cycle. An acceptable child,
an acceptable sibling, an acceptable mate.”

Jack stared a him, nauseated. “ These animals fuck your machines?’

Stoney was apologetic. “ Y es, but hamsterswill fuck anything. I'll redlly haveto shift to amore
discerning species, in order to test that properly.”

Jack struggled to regain his composure. “What on Earth possessed you, to do this?’

“Inthelong run,” Stoney said mildly, “1 believe thisis something we' re going to need to understand
far better than we do at present. Now that we can map the structures of the brain in fine detail, and
match its raw complexity with our computers, it's only amatter of a decade or so before we build
meachinesthat think.

“That initsdlf will be avast endeavor, but | want to ensure that it’s not tillborn from the start.

There' snot much point creating the most marvelous children in history, only to find that some awful
mammaian inginct drives usto srangle them at birth.”

Jack sat in his study drinking whisky. He' d telephoned Joyce after dinner, and they’ d chatted for a
while, but it wasn't the same as being with her. The weekends never came soon enough, and by Tuesday
or Wednesday any sense of reassurance he’ d gained from seeing her had dipped away entirely.

It was dmost midnight now. After speaking to Joyce, he' d spent three more hours on the telephone,
finding out what he could about Stoney. Milking his connections, such asthey were; Jack had only been
at Cambridgefor five years, so he was ill very much an outsider. Not that he’ d ever been admitted into
any inner circlesback a Oxford: he' d dways belonged to asmall, quiet group of dissenters againgt the
tide of fashion. Whatever € se might be said about the Tiddly-winks, they’ d never had their hands on the
levers of academic power.

A year ago, while on sabbatica in Germany, Stoney had resigned suddenly from aposition he' d held
at Manchester for a decade. He' d returned to Cambridge, despite having no officia posting to take up.
He d garted collaborating informaly with various people at the Cavendish, until the head of the place,
Mott, had invented ajob description for him, and given him amodest sdary, the three rooms Jack had
Seen, and some studentsto assist him.

Stoney’ s colleagues were uniformly amazed by his spate of successful inventions. Though none of his
gadgets were based on entirely new science, hisskill a seeing Straight to the heart of existing theories and
plucking some practical consequence from them was unprecedented. Jack had expected somejedous
back-stabbing, but no one seemed to have a bad word to say about Stoney. He was willing to turn his
scientific Midas touch to the service of anyone who approached him, and it sounded to Jack asif every
would-be skeptic or enemy had been bought off with some rewarding indgght into their own field.

Stoney’ s persond life was rather murkier. Half of Jack’ sinformants were convinced that the man
was a confirmed pansy, but others spoke of a beautiful, mysterious woman named Helen, with whom he



was plainly onintimate terms.

Jack emptied his glass and stared out across the courtyard. Wasit pride, to wonder if he might have
received some kind of prophetic vision? Fifteen years earlier, when he' d written The Broken Planet, he'd
imagined that he’ d merely been satirising the hubris of modern science. His portrait of the evil forces
behind the sardonically named L aboratory Overseeing V arious Experiments had been intended asa
deadly serious metaphor, but he' d never expected to find himsaf wondering if red fdlen angelswere
whispering secretsin the ears of a Cambridge don.

How many times, though, had he told his readersthat the devil’ s greatest victory had been convincing
the world that he did not exist? The devil was not ametaphor, a mere symbol of human weakness: he
was ared, scheming presence, acting in time, acting in the world, as much as God Himsdlf.

And hadn’t Faustus s damnation been sedled by the most beautiful woman of al time: Helen of Troy?

Jack’ s skin crawled. He d once written a humorous newspaper column caled “ L ettersfrom a
Demon,” in which a Senior Tempter offered advice to aless experienced colleague on the best meansto
lead the faithful astray. Even that had been an exhausting, amost corrupting experience; adopting the
necessary point of view, however whimsicaly, had made him fed that he waswithering insde. The
thought that a cross between the Faustbuch and The Broken Planet might be coming to life around him
was too terrifying to contemplate. He was no hero out of his own fiction—not even amild-mannered
Cedric Duffy, let done amodern Pendragon. And he did not bdieve that Merlin would rise from the
woods to bring chaosto that hubristic Tower of Babel, the Cavendish Laboratory.

Nevertheless, if he wasthe only person in England who suspected Stoney’ s true source of
ingpiration, who else would act?

Jack poured himself another glass. There was nothing to be gained by procrastinating. He would not
be ableto rest until he knew what he was facing: avain, foolish overgrown boy who was having arun of
good luck—or avain, foolish overgrown boy who had sold his soul and imperiled al humanity.

“A Satanist? Y ou're accusng me of being a Satanist?”’

Stoney tugged angrily at his dressing gown; he' d been in bed when Jack had pounded on the door.
Given the hour, it had been remarkably civil of him to accept avistor at dl, and he appeared so genuingly
affronted now that Jack was amost prepared to gpologize and dink away. He said, “I had to ask you—"

“Y ou have to be doubly foolish to be a Satanist,” Stoney muittered.

“Doubly?’

“Not only do you need to believe al the nonsense of Christian theology, you then have to turn around
and back the preordained, guaranteed-to-fail, absolutely futilelosing side.” He held up hishand, asif he
believed he' d anticipated the only possible objection to this remark, and wished to spare Jack the trouble
of washing hisbreath by uttering it. “1 know, some people clam it’sdl redly about some pre-Chrigtian
deity: Mercury, or Pan—quff like that. But assuming that we' re not talking about some complicated
midabelling of objects of worship, | redlly can't think of anything moreinsulting. Y ou' re comparing meto
someone like Huysmans, who was basicdly just avery dim Catholic.”

Stoney folded his arms and settled back on the couch, waiting for Jack’ s response.

Jack’ s head was thick from the whisky; he wasn't at al sure how to take this. It was the kind of
smart-arsed undergraduate drivel he might have expected from any smug atheist—but then, short of a
confession, exactly what kind of reply would have congtituted evidence of guilt? If you’ d sold your soul
to the devil, what liewould you tell in place of the truth? Had he serioudy believed that Stoney would
claim to be adevout churchgoer, asif that were the best possible answer to put Jack off the scent?

He had to concentrate on things he' d seen with his own eyes, factsthat could not be denied.

“Y ou're plotting to overthrow nature, bending the world to the will of man.”

Stoney sighed. “Not at al. More refined technology will help ustread more lightly. We have to cut
back on pollution and pesticides asrapidly as possble. Or do you want to livein aworld where all the
animas are born as hermaphrodites, and haf the Pacific idands disappear in storms?’

“Don't try telling me that you' re some kind of guardian of the anima kingdom. Y ou want to replace
usdl with machines”



“Does every Zulu or Tibetan who gives birth to achild, and wants the best for it, threaten you in the
sameway?’

Jack bristled. “I’'m not aracist. A Zulu or Tibetan hasasoul.”

Stoney groaned and put his head in hishands. “It' s haf past one in the morning! Can't we havethis
debate some other time?’

Someone banged on the door. Stoney looked up, disbelieving. “What isthis? Grand Central
Sation?’

He crossed to the door and opened it. A disheveled, unshaven man pushed hisway into the room.
“Quint? What a pleasant—"

Theintruder grabbed Stoney and dammed him against thewall. Jack exhaed with surprise. Quint
turned bloodshot eyeson him.

“Who thefuck areyou?’

“John Hamilton. Who the fuck are you?’

“Never you mind. Just stay put.” He jerked Stoney’ s arm up behind his back with one hand, while
grinding hisfaceinto the wal with the other. “Y ou’ re mine now, you piece of shit. No one sgoing to
protect you thistime.”

Stoney addressed Jack through a mouth squashed against the masonry. “ Dith ith Pether Quinth, my
own perthond thpook. | did make a Fauthtian bargain. But with thtrictly tempora—"

“Shut up!” Quint pulled agun from hisjacket and held it to Stoney’ s head.

Jack said, “ Steady on.”

“Just how far do your connections go?’ Quint screamed. “1’ ve had memos disappear, sources clam
up—and now my superiors are treating me like some kind of traitor! Well, don't worry: whenI’'m
through with you, I'll have the names of the entire network.” He turned to address Jack again. “And
don't you think you' re going anywhere.”

Stoney said, “Leave him out of dith. He' th at Magdaene. Y ou mutht know by now: dl thethpieth are
a Trinity.”

Jack was shaken by the sight of Quint waving his gun around, but the implications of thisdramacame
as something of ardief. Stoney’ sideas must have had their genesisin some secret war-time research
project. He hadn’t made aded with the devil after all, but he’ d broken the Official Secrets Act, and now
he was paying the price.

Stoney flexed his body and knocked Quint backward. Quint staggered, but didn’t fall; heraised his
arm menacingly, but there was no gun in his hand. Jack looked around to see where it had fallen, but he
couldn’t spot it anywhere. Stoney landed akick squardly in Quint’ stesticles; barefoot, but Quint wailed
with pain. A second kick sent him sprawling.

Stoney cdled out, “Luke? Luke! Would you come and give me ahand?’

A solidly built man with tattooed forearms emerged from Stoney’ s bedroom, yawning and tugging his
bracesinto place. At the sight of Quint, he groaned. “Not again!”

Stoney said, “I'm sorry.”

Luke shrugged soicaly. The two of them managed to grab hold of Quint, then they dragged him
struggling out the door. Jack waited afew seconds, then searched the floor for the gun. But it wasn't
anywherein sight, and it hadn’t did under the furniture; none of the crevices where it might have ended up
were so dark that it would have been lost in shadow. It was not in theroom at al.

Jack went to the window and watched the three men cross the courtyard, half expecting to witness
an assassination. But Stoney and his lover merely lifted Quint into the air between them, and tossed him
into ashdlow, rather dimy-looking pond.

Jack spent the ensuing daysin a state of turmoil. He wasn't ready to confide in anyone until he could
frame his suspicions clearly, and the eventsin Stoney’ srooms were difficult to interpret unambiguoudy.
He couldn’t state with absol ute certainty that Quint’s gun had vanished before his eyes. But surely the
fact that Stoney was walking free proved that he was receiving supernatura protection? And Quint
himsalf, confused and demoralised, had certainly had the appearance of aman who' d been demonically



confounded at every turn.

If thiswastrue, though, Stoney must have bought more with his soul than immunity from worldly
authority. The knowledgeitsaf had to be Satanic in origin, asthelegend of Faustus described it. Tollers
had been right, in his great essay “Mythopoesis’: myths were remnants of man’s pre-lapsarian capacity to
apprehend, directly, the great truths of the world. Why ese would they resonate in the imagination, and
survive from generation to generation?

By Friday, asense of urgency gripped him. He couldn’t take his confusion back to Potter’ s Barn,
back to Joyce and the boys. This had to be resolved, if only in hisown mind, before he returned to his
family.

With Wagner on the gramophone, he sat and meditated on the challenge he was facing. Stoney had
to be thwarted, but how? Jack had aways said that the Church of England—apparently so quaint and
harmless, a Church of cake stdls and kindly spinsters—was like afearsome army in the eyes of Satan.
But even if his master was quaking in Hell, it would take more than afew stern words from abicycling
vicar to force Stoney to abandon his obscene plans.

But Stoney’ sintentions, in themsealves, didn’t matter. He' d been granted the power to dazzle and
seduce, but not to force hiswill upon the populace. What mattered was how his plans were viewed by
others. And the way to stop him was to open peopl€ s eyes to the true emptiness of his apparent
cornucopia.

The more he thought and prayed about it, the more certain Jack became that he' d discerned the task
required of him. No denunciation from the pul pits would suffice; people wouldn’t turn down the fruits of
Stoney’ s damnation on the mere say-so of the Church. Why would anyone reject such lustrous gifts,
without acarefully reasoned argument?

Jack had been humiliated once, defeated once, trying to expose the barrenness of materiaism. But
might that not have been aform of preparation? He' d been badly mauled by Anscombe, but she' d made
aninfinitely gentler enemy than the one he now confronted. He had suffered from her taunts—but what
was suffering, if not the chisel God used to shape his children into their true selves?

Hisrolewas clear, now. Hewould find Stoney’ sintellectua Achilles hed, and exposeit to the world.

He would debate him.

3

Robert gazed at the blackboard for afull minute, then started laughing with ddlight. “That' sso
beautiful!”

“lan'tit?” Heen put down the chalk and joined him on the couch. “ Any more symmetry, and nothing
would happen: the universe would befull of crystdline blankness. Any less, and it would dl be
uncorrelated noise.”

Over the months, in aseries of tutorids, Helen had led him through asmall part of the century of
physicsthat had separated them at their first meeting, down to the purely agebraic structuresthat lay
beneath spacetime and matter. Mathematics catal ogued everything that was not self contradictory; within
that vast inventory, physicswas anidand of structures rich enough to contain their own beholders.

Robert sat and mentdly reviewed everything he’ d learned, trying to apprehend as much as he could
inagngleimage. Ashedid, apart of him waited fearfully for asense of disappointment, a sense of
anticlimax. He might never see more deeply into the nature of the world. In thisdirection, at leest, there
was nothing more to be discovered.

But anticlimax wasimpossible. To become jaded with thiswasimpossible. However familiar he
became with the gebra of the universe, it would never grow less marvelous.

Finaly he asked, “ Arethere other idands?’ Not merdly other histories, sharing the same underlying
basis, but other redities entirely.

“I suspect s0,” Helen replied. “ People have mapped some possihilities. | don’t know how that could
ever be confirmed, though.”

Robert shook his head, sated. “I won't even think about that. | need to come down to Earth for a



while”” He gtretched hisarms and leaned back, till grinning.

Hden said, “Where' s Luke today? He usually shows up by now, to drag you out into the sunshine.”

The question wiped the smile from Robert’ sface. “ Apparently | make poor company. Being
insufficiently fanatical about darts and football.”

“He sleft you?' Helen reached over and squeezed his hand sympathetically. A little mockingly, too.

Robert was annoyed; she never said anything, but he dwaysfet that she wasjudging him. *Y ou think
| should grow up, don’t you? Find someone more like mysdlf. Some kind of soulmate.” He' d meant the
word to sound sardonic, but it emerged rather differently.

“It' syour life,” shesaid.

A year before, that would have been alaughable claim, but it was dmost the truth now. Therewasa
de facto moratorium on prosecutions, while the recently acquired genetic and neurological evidence was
being assessed by a parliamentary subcommittee. Robert had helped plant the seeds of the campaign, but
he' d played no red part in it; other people had taken up the cause. In amatter of months, it was possible
that Quint’ s cage would be smashed, at least for everyonein Britain.

The prospect filled him with akind of vertigo. He might have broken the laws at every opportunity,
but they had still molded him. The cage might not have Ieft him crippled, but he'd be lying to himsdif if he
denied that he’ d been stunted.

Hesad, “Isthat what happened, in your past? | ended up in some lifelong partnership?’ As he spoke
the words, his mouth went dry, and he was suddenly afraid that the answer would be yes. With Chris.
Thelife he’d missed out on was alife of happinesswith Chris.

“No.”

“Thenwhat?’ he pleaded. “What did | do?How did | live?’ He caught himself, suddenly
self-conscious, but added, “Y ou can't blame me for being curious.”

Helen said gently, “'Y ou don’t want to know what you can’t change. All of that is part of your own
causal past now, asmuch asit isof mine.”

“If it' spart of my own history,” Robert countered, “don’'t | deserve to know it? Thisman wasn't me,
but he brought you to me.”

Helen considered this. “Y ou accept that he was someone else? Not someone whose actions you' re
respongblefor?’

“Of course.”

Shesad, “Therewasatrid, in 1952. For ‘ Gross Indecency contrary to Section 11 of the Criminal
Amendment Act of 1885." Hewasn't imprisoned, but the court ordered hormone treatments.”

“Hormone treatments?’ Robert laughed. “What—testosterone, to make him more of aman?’

“No, estrogen. Which in men reduces the sex drive. There are Side-effects, of course.
Gynecomorphism, among other things.”

Robert felt physicaly sick. They’d chemically castrated him, with drugs that had made him sprout
breagts. Of dl the bizarre abuse to which he' d been subjected, nothing had been as horrifying as that.

Helen continued, “ The trestment lasted six months, and the effectswere dl temporary. But two years
later, hetook hisown life. It was never clear exactly why.”

Robert absorbed thisin silence. He didn't want to know anything more.

After awhile, he said, “How do you bear it? Knowing that in some branch or other, every possible
form of humiliaion isbeing inflicted on someone?’

Helensad, “I don't bear it. | changeit. That’'swhy I'm here.”

Robert bowed hishead. “1 know. And I’'m grateful that our histories collided. But how many histories
don’'t?’ He struggled to find an example, though it was dmost too painful to contemplate; ancether first
conversation, it was atopic he' d deliberately pushed to the back of hismind. “There snot just an
unchangeable Auschwitz in each of our padts, there are an astronomica number of others—along with an
agironomical number of thingsthat are even worse.”

Helen said bluntly, “ That’ snot true.”

“What?’ Robert looked up at her, startled.

She walked to the blackboard and erased it. “ Auschwitz has happened, for both of us, and no one



I’'m aware of has ever prevented it—but that doesn’t mean that nobody stopsit, anywhere.” She began
sketching anetwork of fine lines on the blackboard. “Y ou and | are having this conversation in countless
microhistories—sequences of events where various different things happen with subatomic particles
throughout the universe—but that’ sirrelevant to us, we can't tell those strands apart, so we might aswell
treat them dl asone history.” She pressed the chak down hard to make athick streak that covered
everything she' d drawn. “The quantum decoherence people call this* coarse graining.” Summing over al
these indistinguishable detailsiswhat givesriseto classca physcsinthefirst place.

“Now, ‘thetwo of us would havefirst met in many perceivably different coarse-grained
histories—and furthermore, you' ve since diverged by making different choices, and experiencing different
external possihilities, after those events.” She sketched two intersecting ribbons of coarse-grained
histories, and then showed each history diverging further.

“World War 11 and the Holocaust certainly happened in both of our pasts—but that’ s no proof that
thetotd isso vast that it might aswell beinfinite. Remember, what stops us successfully intervening isthe
fact that we re reaching back to a point where some of the parald interventions start to bite their own
tall. So when wefail, it can’'t be counted twice: it’ sjust confirming what we dready know.”

Robert protested, “But what about all the versions of * 30s Europe that don't happen to liein either
your past or mine? Just because we have no direct evidence for aHolocaust in those branches, that
hardly makesit unlikely.”

Helen said, “Not unlikely per se, without intervention. But not fixed in sione elther. We'll kegp trying,
refining the technology, until we can reach branches where there' sno overlap with our own past in the
’30s. And there must be other, separate ribbons of intervention that happen in histories we can never
even know about.”

Robert was dated. He d imagined himsdlf clinging to arock of improbable good fortunein an infinite
sea of suffering—struggling to pretend, for the sake of his own sanity, that the rock was dl there was. But
what lay around him was not inevitably worse; it was merely unknown. In time, he might even play a part
in ensuring that every last tragedy was not repeated across billions of worlds.

He reexamined the diagram. “Hang on. Intervention doesn’t end divergence, though, doesit? Y ou
reached us, ayear ago, but in at least some of the histories spreading out from that moment, won't we
gl have suffered dl kinds of disasters, and reacted in al kinds of salf-defeating ways?’

“Yes” Helen conceded, “but fewer than you might think. If you merdly listed every sequence of
eventsthat superficidly appeared to have anon-zero probability, you' d end up with a staggering catalog
of absurdist tragedies. But when you cal cul ate everything more carefully, and take account of
Planck-scale effects, it turns out to be nowhere near as bad. There are no coarse-grained histories where
boulders assemble themsalves out of dust and rain from the sky, or everyone in London or Madras goes
mad and daughterstheir children. Most macroscopic systems end up being quite robust—people
included. Across higtories, the range of naturd disasters, human stupidity, and sheer bad luck isn't
overwhemingly greater than the range you' re aware of from this history alone.”

Robert laughed. “ And that’ s not bad enough?’

“Oh, itis. But that’ s the best thing about the form I’ ve taken.”

“I'm sorry?”’

Helen tipped her head and regarded him with an expression of disappointment. “Y ou know, you're
gtill not as quick on your feet as 1’ d expected.”

Robert’ sface burned, but then he redlized what he' d missed, and his resentment-vanished.

“You don’t diverge? Y our hardware is designed to end the process? Y our environment, your
surroundings, will still split you into different histories—but on acoarse-grained level, you don’t
contribute to the process yoursaf?’

“That’sright.”

Robert was speechless. Even after ayear, she could till toss him ahand grenade like this.

Helen said, “1 can’'t hep living in many worlds; that’ s beyond my control. But | do know that I’ m one
person. Faced with a choice that puts me on aknife-edge, | know | won’t split and take every path.”

Robert hugged himsdlf, suddenly cold. “Likel do. Like | have. Like al of us poor creatures of flesh.”



Helen came and sat beside him. “Even that’ s not irrevocable. Once you' ve taken thisform—if that's
what you choose—Yyou can meet your other selves, reverse some of the scatter. Give some achanceto
undo what they’ ve done.”

Thistime, Robert grasped her meaning at once. “ Gather mysdlf together? Make mysdf whole?’

Helen shrugged. “If it' swhat you want. If you seeit that way.”

He stared back at her, disoriented. Touching the bedrock of physicswas onething, but this
possibility wastoo much to takein.

Someone knocked on the study door. The two of them exchanged wary glances, but it wasn't Quint,
back for more punishment. It was a porter bearing atelegram.

When the man had |eft, Robert opened the envelope.

“Bad news?’ Helen asked.

He shook his head. “Not adeath in the family, if that’ swhat you meant. It' s from John Hamilton.
He' schdlenging meto adebate. On thetopic ' Can A Machine Think? ”

“What, a some university function?’

“No. On the BBC. Four weeks from tomorrow.” Helooked up. “Do you think | should do it?’

“Radio or tdevison?’

Robert reread the message. “ Television.”

Helen amiled. “Definitely. I'll give you sometips.”

“On the subject?’

“No! That would be cheeting.” She eyed him appraisingly. “Y ou can art by throwing out your
electric razor. Get rid of the permanent five 0’ clock shadow.”

Robert was hurt. “ Some people find that quite attractive.”

Heenreplied firmly, “Trust meonthis”

The BBC sent acar to take Robert down to London. Helen sat beside him in the back seet.

“Areyou nervous?’ she asked.

“Nothing that an hour of throwing up won't cure.”

Hamilton had suggested alive broadcast, “to keep thingsinteresting,” and the producer had agreed.
Robert had never been on televison; he' d taken part in acouple of radio discussions on the future of
computing, back when the Mark | had first comeinto use, but even those had been taped.

Hamilton’ s choice of topic had surprised him at firgt, but in retrospect it seemed quite shrewd. A
debate on the proposition that “Modern Science isthe Devil’sWork™ would have brought howls of
laughter from al but the most pious viewers, whereas the purely metaphorical clam that “Modern
ScienceisaFaugtian Pact” would have had the entire audience nodding sagdly in agreement, while
carrying no implicationswhatsoever. If you weren't going to teke thewhole direfairy tae literdly,
everything was “aFaugtian Pact” in some sufficiently watered-down sense: everything had a potentia
downside, and this was as pointless to assert asit was easy to demonsirate.

Robert had met considerable incredulity, though, when he' d explained to journalists where hisown
research was leading. To date, the press had treated him as akind of eccentric British Edison, churning
out inventions of indigputable utility, and no one seemed to find it at al surprising or darming that he was
aso, frankly, abit of aloon. But Hamilton would have a chance to exploit, and reshape, that perception.
If Robert inssted on defending hisgod of creating machineintelligence, not as an amusing hobby that
might have been chosen by apublic relaions firm to make him gppear endearingly daft, but as both the
ultimate vindication of materiaist science and thelogica endpoint of most of hislife swork, Hamilton
could use avictory tonight to cast doubt on everything Robert had done, and everything he symbolized.
By asking, not at al rhetoricdly, “Wherewill thisal end?’, he wasinviting Robert to step forward and
hang himsdlf with the answer.

The traffic was heavy for a Sunday evening, and they arrived at the Shepherd’ s Bush studioswith
only fifteen minutes until the broadcast. Hamilton had been collected by a separate car, from hisfamily
home near Oxford. Asthey crossed the studio Robert spotted him, conversing intensaly with a
dark-haired young man.



He whispered to Helen, “ Do you know who that is, with Hamilton?”

Shefollowed his gaze, then smiled crypticaly. Robert said, “What? Do you recognize him from
somewhere?’

“Yes but I'll tell you later.”

Asthe make-up woman applied powder, Helen ran through her long list of rulesagain. “Don’t stare
into the camera, or you'll ook like you' re peddling soap powder. But don’t avert your eyes. Y ou don't
want to look shifty.”

The make-up woman whispered to Robert, “Everyone' s an expert.”

“Annoying, isn'tit?" he confided.

Michad Polanyi, an academic philosopher who was well-known to the public after presenting a
series of radio talks, had agreed to moderate the debate. Polanyi popped into the make-up room,
accompanied by the producer; they chatted with Robert for a couple of minutes, setting him at ease and
reminding him of the procedure they’ d be following.

They'd only just Ieft him when the floor manager appeared. “We need you in the studio now, please,
Professor.” Robert followed her, and Helen pursued him part of the way. “ Breathe dowly and deeply,”
sheurged him.

“Asif you'd know,” he snapped.

Robert shook hands with Hamilton then took his seat on one side of the podium. Hamilton’ s young
adviser had retreated into the shadows, Robert glanced back to see Helen watching from asimilar
position. It was like adud: they both had seconds. The floor manager pointed out the studio monitor, and
as Robert watched it was switched between the feeds from two cameras: awide shot of the whole set,
and acloser view of the podium, including the small blackboard on a stand beside it. He' d once asked
Helen whether television had progressed to far greater levels of sophigtication in her branch of the future,
once the pioneering days were |eft behind, but the question had |eft her uncharacteristically tongue-tied.

The floor manager retreated behind the cameras, cdled for silence, then counted down from ten,
mouthing thefina numbers.

The broadcast began with an introduction from Polanyi: concise, witty, and non-partisan. Then
Hamilton stepped up to the podium. Robert watched him directly while the wide-angle view was being
transmitted, so as not to appear rude or distracted. He only turned to the monitor when he was no longer
visble himsdif.

“Can amachinethink?’ Hamilton began. “My intuition tellsme: no. My heart tllsme: no. I'm sure
that most of you fedl the same way. But that’ s not enough, isit? In thisday and age, we aren’t adlowed to
rely on our heartsfor anything. We need something scientific. We need some kind of proof.

“Someyears ago, | took part in adebate at Oxford University. Theissue then was not whether
machines might behave like people, but whether people themsel ves might be mere machines. Materidids,
you see, clam that we are dl just acollection of purposdess atoms, colliding at random. Everything we
do, everything wefed, everything we say, comes down to some sequence of eventsthat might aswell be
the spinning of cogs, or the opening and closing of dectrica relays.

“To me, thiswas self-evidently false. What point could there be, | argued, in even converaing with a
materialist? By hisown admission, thewords that came out of his mouth would be the result of nothing
but a mindless, mechanical process! By his own theory, he could have no reason to think that those
wordswould be the truth! Only believersin atranscendent human soul could claim any interest inthe
truth.”

Hamilton nodded dowly, a penitent’ sgesture. “1 waswrong, and | was put in my place. Thismight
be self-evident to me, and it might be self-evident to you, but it’ s certainly not what philosopherscal an
‘analytical truth': it’snot actudly anonsense, a contradiction in terms, to believe that we are mere
machines. There might, there just might, be some reason why the words that emerge from amateridist’s
mouth aretruthful, despite their originslying entirdy in unthinking metter.

“There might.” Hamilton smiled wistfully. “1 had to concede that possibility, because | only had my
ingtinct, my gut feding, to tel me otherwise.

“But the reason | only had my ingtinct to guide me was because |’ d failed to learn of an event that



had taken place many years before. A discovery madein 1930, by an Austrian mathematician named
Kurt Godel.”

Robert felt ashiver of excitement run down his spine. He d been afraid that the whole contest would
degenerate into theology, with Hamilton invoking Aquinas dl night—or Aristotle, a best. But it looked as
if hismysterious adviser had dragged him into the twentieth century, and they were going to have a
chance to debate the real issues after all.

“What isit that we know Professor Stoney’ s computers can do, and do well?” Hamilton continued.
“Arithmetic! In afraction of asecond, they can add up amillion numbers. Once we vetold them, very
precisaly, what caculationsto perform, they’ [| complete them in the blink of an eye—evenif those
caculationswould take you or me alifetime.

“But do these machines understand what it isthey’ re doing? Professor Stoney says, * Not yet. Not
right now. Give them time. Romewasn't built inaday.” ” Hamilton nodded thoughtfully. “ Perhapsthat’s
fair. Hiscomputers are only afew yearsold. They'rejust babies. Why should they understand anything,
S0 soon?

“But let’ s stop and think about thisa bit more carefully. A computer, asit sandstoday, issmply a
machine that does arithmetic, and Professor Stoney isn't proposing that they’ re going to sprout new
kinds of brainsal on their own. Nor is he proposing giving them anything reglly new. He can dready let
them look at the world with televison cameras, turning the picturesinto a stream of numbers describing
the brightness of different points on the screen on which the computer can then perform arithmetic. He
can aready let them speak to uswith a specid kind of loudspeaker, to which the computer feedsa
stream of numbers to describe how loud the sound should be, a stream of numbers produced by more
aithmetic.

“So the world can come into the computer, as numbers, and words can emerge, as numberstoo. All
Professor Stoney hopes to add to his computersisa’ clever’ way to do the arithmetic that takesthefirst
set of numbers and churns out the second. It sthat ‘ clever arithmetic,” hetells us, that will make these
machinesthink.”

Hamilton folded hisarms and paused for amoment. “What are we to make of this? Can doing
arithmetic, and nothing more, be enough to let amachine understand anything? My ingtinct certainly tells
me no, but who am | that you should trust my ingtinct?

“So, let’ snarrow down the question of understanding, and to be scrupuloudly fair, let’ sput it in the
most favorable light possible for Professor Stoney. If there' s one thing a computer ought to be able to
understand—aswell asus, if not better—it’ sarithmetic itsdlf. If acomputer could think &t al, it would
surely be able to grasp the nature of its own best talent.

“The question, then, comes down to this: can you describe dl of arithmetic, using nothing but
arithmetic? Thirty years ago—long before Professor Stoney and his computers came along—~Professor
Godd asked himsdf exactly that question.

“Now, you might be wondering how anyone could even begin to describe the rules of arithmetic,
using nothing but arithmetic itsalf.” Hamilton turned to the blackboard, picked up the chalk, and wrote
twolines

Ifx+z=y+z
thenx=y

“Thisisan important rule, but it’ swritten in symbols, not numbers, because it hasto be truefor every
number, every X, y and z. But Professor Godel had aclever idea: why not use a code, like spies use,
where every symbol isassigned anumber?’ Hamilton wrote:

The codefor “a’ is1.
The codefor “b” is2.

“And so on. You can have acodefor every letter of the aphabet, and for al the other symbols



needed for arithmetic: plussigns, equas signs, that kind of thing. Telegrams are sent thisway every day,
with acode called the Baudot code, so there sredlly nothing strange or sinister about it.

“All the rules of arithmetic that we learned at school can be written with acarefully chosen set of
symbols, which can then be trandated into numbers. Every question as to what does or does not follow
from those rules can then be seen anew, as a question about numbers. If thisline follows from this one.”
Hamilton indicated the two lines of the cancellation rule, “we can seeit in the reationship between their
code numbers. We can judge each inference, and declareit valid or not, purely by doing arithmetic.

“S0, given any proposition at dl about arithmetic—such asthe claim that ‘ there are infinitely many
prime numbers —we can restate the notion that we have aproof for that claim in terms of code numbers.
If the code number for our clamisx, we can say ‘ Thereisanumber p, ending with the code number X,
that passes our test for being the code number of avalid proof.” ”

Hamilton took avisible breath.

“In 1930, Professor Goddl used this scheme to do something rather ingenious.” He wrote on the
blackboard:

There DOESNOT EXIST anumber p meeting the following condition: p isthe code number of a
vaid proof of thisclam.

“Hereisaclam about arithmetic, about numbers. It hasto be either true or fse. So let’ s start by
supposing that it happensto be true. Then there is no number p that is the code number for a proof of this
clam. Sothisisatrue statement about arithmetic, but it can't be proved merdly by doing arithmetic!”

Hamilton smiled. “If you don't catch on immediately, don’t worry; when | first heard this argument
from ayoung friend of mine, it took awhilefor the meaning to sink in. But remember: the only hopea
computer has for understanding anything is by doing arithmetic, and we' ve just found a statement that
cannot be proved with mere arithmetic.

“Isthis satement redly true, though? We mustn’t jJump to conclusons, we mustn’t damn the
machinestoo hadtily. Supposethisclaimisfasel Sinceit damsthereisno number p that isthe code
number of its own proof, to be fal se there would have to be such anumber, after al. And that number
would encode the ‘ proof’ of an acknowledged falsehood!”

Hamilton spread hisarmstriumphantly. “ Y ou and I, like every schoolboy, know that you can't prove
afdsehood from sound premises and if the premises of arithmetic aren’t sound, what is? So we know, as
ameatter of certainty, that this statement istrue.

“Professor Godel was thefirgt to seethis, but with alittle help and perseverance, any educated
person can follow in hisfootsteps. A machine could never do that. We might divulge to amachine our
own knowledge of thisfact, offering it as something to be taken on trust, but the machine could neither
sumble on thistruth for itsdf, nor truly comprehend it when we offered it asagift.

“You and | understand arithmetic, in away that no eectronic caculator ever will. What hope hasa
meachine, then, of moving beyond its own most favorable milieu and comprehending any wider truth?

“Noneat dl, ladies and gentlemen. Though this detour into mathematics might have seemed arcaneto
you, it has served a very down-to-Earth purpose. It has proved—beyond refutation by even the most
ardent materidist or the most pedantic philosopher—what we common folk knew al dong: no machine
will ever think.”

Hamilton took his seat. For amoment, Robert was smply exhilarated; coached or not, Hamilton had
grasped the essentid features of the incompleteness proof, and presented them to alay audience. What
might have been anight of shadow-boxing—with no blows connecting, and nothing for the audienceto
judge but two solo performancesin separate arenas—had turned into a genuine clash of idess.

As Polanyi introduced him and he walked to the podium, Robert redlized that his usud shynessand
self-consciousness had evaporated. He wasfilled with an atogether different kind of tension: he sensed
more acutely than ever what was a stake.

When he reached the podium, he adopted the posture of someone about to begin aprepared
gpeech, but then he caught himsdlf, asif he' d forgotten something. “Bear with mefor amoment.” He



walked around to the far side of the blackboard and quickly wrote afew words on it, upside-down.
Then heresumed hisplace.

“Can amachine think? Professor Hamilton would like usto believe that he' s settled the issue once
andfor dl, by coming up with a stlatement that we know istrue, but a particular machine—programmed
to explore the theorems of arithmetic in acertain rigid way—would never be able to produce. Well, we
al have our limitations.” He flipped the blackboard over to reveal what he' d written on the opposite sde:

If Robert Stoney spesks these words, hewill NOT betdlling the truth.

Hewaited afew besats, then continued.

“What I"d like to explore, though, isnot so much aquestion of limitations, as of opportunities. How
exactly isit that we ve dl ended up with this mysterious ability to know that Godel’ s Statement istrue?
Where does this advantage, this great indght, come from? From our souls? From some immeaterid entity
that no machine could ever possess? Isthat the only possible source, the only conceivable explanation?
Or might it come from something allittle less ethered ?

“As Professor Hamilton explained, we believe Godel’ s statement is true becauise we trust the rules of
arithmetic not to lead usinto contradictions and falsehoods. But where does that trust come from? How
doesit arise?’

Robert turned the blackboard back to Hamilton’s side, and pointed to the cancellation rule. “1f x plus
zequasy plusz, then x equasy. Why isthis so reasonable? We might not learn to put it quite like this
until we' rein our teens, but if you showed ayoung child two boxes—without revealing their
contents—added an equal number of shells, or stones, or pieces of fruit to both, and then let the child
look insde to see that each box now contained the same number of items, it wouldn’t take any formal
education for the child to understand that the two boxes must have held the same number of thingsto
begin with.

“The child knows, we dl know, how a certain kind of object behaves. Our lives are stegped in direct
experience of whole numbers: whole numbers of coins, slamps, pebbles, birds, cats, sheep, buses. I |
tried to persuade asix-year-old that | could put three stones in abox, remove one of them, and be | ft
with four, he'd smply laugh & me. Why? It’snot merely that he' s sure to have taken one thing away
from three to get two, on many prior occasions. Even a child understands that some things that appear
reliable will eventudly fail: atoy that works perfectly, day after day, for amonth or ayear, can il bresk.
But not arithmetic, not taking one from three. He can’t even picture that failing. Onceyou' velived inthe
world, once you' ve seen how it works, the failure of arithmetic becomes unimaginable.

“Professor Hamilton suggeststhat thisis down to our souls. But what would he say about achild
reared in aworld of water and mist, never in the company of more than one person at atime, never
taught to count on hisfingers and toes. | doubt that such a child would possess the same certainty that
you and | have, asto theimpossbility of arithmetic ever leading him astray. To banish whole numbers
entirely from hisworld would require very strange surroundings, and alevel of deprivation amounting to
cruelty, but would that be enough to rob achild of his soul?

“A computer, programmed to pursue arithmetic as Professor Hamilton has described, is subject to
far more deprivation than that child. If I’ d been raised with my hands and feet tied, my head in a sack,
and someone shouting orders at me, | doubt that I’ d have much grasp of reality—and I’ d il be better
prepared for the task than such acompuiter. It sagreat mercy that a machine treated that way wouldn’t
be ableto think: if it could, the shackles we d placed upon it would be criminaly oppressive.

“But that' s hardly the fault of the computer, or arevelation of someirreparableflaw initsnature. If
we want to judge the potentia of our machines with any degree of honesty, we haveto play fair with
them, not saddle them with restrictions that we d never dream of imposing on oursaves. Thereredly is
no point comparing an eagle with a spanner, or agazdle with awashing machine: it'sour jetsthat fly and
our carsthat run, abeit in quite different ways than any animdl.

“Thought is sureto befar harder to achieve than those other skills, and to do so we might need to
mimic the naturdl world far more closdly. But | believe that once a machine is endowed with facilities



resembling the inborn toolsfor learning that we al have as our birthright, and is set freeto learn theway a
child learns, through experience, observation, trial and error, hunches and failures—instead of being
handed alist of ingtructionsthat it has no choice but to obey—we will findly bein aposition to compare
likewithlike.

“When that happens, and we can meet and talk and argue with these machines—about arithmetic, or
any other topic— there'll be no need to take the word of Professor Godel; or Professor Hamilton, or
mysdlf, for anything. We Il invite them down to the loca pub, and interrogate them in person. And if we
play fair with them, we'll use the same experience and judgment we use with any friend, or guest, or
stranger, to decide for oursalves whether or not they can think.”

The BBC put on alavish assortment of wine and cheesein asmall room off the studio. Robert ended
up in aheated argument with Polanyi, who reveded himsdf to be firmly on the negative side, while Helen
flirted shamelesdy with Hamilton' s young friend, who turned out to have aPh.D. in agebraic geometry
from Cambridge; he must have completed the degree just before Robert had come back from
Manchester. After exchanging some polite formdities with Hamilton, Robert kept his distance, sensing
that any further contact would not be welcome.

An hour later, though, after getting lost in the maze of corridors on hisway back from the toilets,
Robert came across Hamilton sitting donein the studio, weeping.

He amost backed away in slence, but Hamilton looked up and saw him. With their eyeslocked, it
was impossibleto retredt.

Robert said, “I1t' syour wife?” He' d heard that she' d been serioudly ill, but the gossip had included a
miraculous recovery. Some friend of the family had lain hands on her ayear ago, and she' d goneinto
remission.

Hamilton said, “ She'sdying.”

Robert approached and sat beside him. “From what?’

“Breast cancer. It' s spread throughout her body. Into her bones, into her lungs, into her liver.” He
sobbed again, a hel pless spasm, then caught himsdlf angrily. “ Suffering isthe chisel God usesto shape us.
What kind of idiot comesup with alinelike that?’

Robert said, “I'll talk to afriend of mine, an oncologist at Guy’ s Hospitd. He sdoing atrid of anew
genetic trestment.”

Hamilton stared at him. “One of your miracle cures?’

“No, no. | mean, only very indirectly.”

Hamilton said angrily, “ She won't take your poison.”

Robert dmost snapped back: Shewon’'t? Or youwon't let her? But it was an unfair question. In
some marriages, the lines blurred. 1t was not for him to judge the way the two of them faced this together.

“They go away in order to bewith usin anew way, even closer than before.” Hamilton spoke the
words like a defiant incantation, a declaration of faith that would ward off temptation, whether or not he
entirely believed it.

Robert was silent for awhile, then he said, 1 lost someone close to me, when | wasaboy. And |
thought the samething. | thought he was till with me, for along time afterward. Guiding me. Encouraging
me.” It was hard to get the words out; he hadn’t spoken about thisto anyone for amost thirty years. “I
dreamed up awholetheory to explainiit, in which ‘souls' used quantum uncertainty to control the body
during life, and communicate with the living after deeth, without breeking any laws of physics. The kind of
thing every science-minded seventeen-year-old probably stumbles on, and takes serioudy for a couple of
weeks, before realizing how nonsensicdl it is. But | had agood reason not to seetheflaws, so | clungtoiit
for amost two years. Because | missed him so much, it took me that long to understand what | was
doing, how | was deceiving mysdif.”

Hamilton said pointedly, “If you'd not tried to explain it, you might never have lost him. He might il
be with you now.”

Raobert thought about this. “I’ m glad he' snot, though. It wouldn't befair on either of us.”

Hamilton shuddered. “Then you can't have loved him very much, can you?’ He put hishead in his



ams. “ Judt fuck off, now, will you.”

Robert said, “What exactly would it take, to prove to you that I’'m not in league with the devil ?’

Hamilton turned red eyes on him and announced triumphantly, “Nothing will do that! | saw what
happened to Quint’ sgun!”

Robert sighed. “That was a conjuring trick. Stage magic, not black magic.”

“Oh yes? Show me how it’ sdone, then. Teach me how to doit, so | can impress my friends.”

“It' srather technicd. It would take dl night.” Hamilton laughed humourlesdy. “Y ou can't deceive me,
| saw through you from the gtart.”

“Do you think X-rays are Satanic? Penicillin?’

“Don’t treat me like afool. There's no comparison.”

“Why not? Everything I’ ve helped develop is part of the same continuum. I’ ve read some of your
writing on medieva culture, and you' re aways berating modern commentators for presenting it as
unsophigticated. No one redlly thought the Earth wasflat. No one redly treated every novelty as
witcheraft. So why view any of my work any differently than afourteenth-century man would view
twentieth-century medicing?’

Hamilton replied, “If afourteenth-century man was suddenly faced with twentieth-century medicine,
don’t you think he' d be entitled to wonder how it had been reved ed to his contemporaries?’

Robert shifted uneasily on his chair. Helen hadn’t sworn him to secrecy, but he' d agreed with her
view: it was better to wait, to spread the knowledge that would ground an understanding of what had
happened, before revealing any details of the contact between branches.

But thisman’ swife was dying, needlesdy. And Robert wastired of keeping secrets. Somewars
required it, but others were better won with honesty.

Hesad, “I know you hate H.G. Wells. But what if he was right, about onelittle thing?’

Robert told him everything, glossng over the technicdities but leaving out nothing substantial.
Hamilton listened without interrupting, gripped by akind of unwilling fascination. His expression shifted
from hogtile to incredulous, but there were dso hints of begrudging amazement, asif he could at least
gppreciate some of the beauty and complexity of the picture Robert was painting.

But when Robert had finished, Hamilton said merely, “You'reagrand liar, Stoney. But what else
should I expect, from the King of Lies?’

Robert wasin a somber mood on the drive back to Cambridge. The encounter with Hamilton had
depressed him, and the question of who' d swayed the nation in the debate seemed remote and abstract
in comparison.

Heen had taken a house in the suburbs, rather than inviting scandal by cohabiting with him, though
her frequent visitsto his rooms seemed to have had almost the same effect. Robert walked her to the
door.

“I think it went well, don’'t you?’ shesaid.

“| suppose s0.”

“I'm leaving tonight,” she added casudly. “ Thisis goodbye.”

“What?" Robert was staggered. “Everything' s still up intheair! | still need you!”

She shook her head. “Y ou have dl the tools you need, dl the clues. And plenty of local alies.

There snothing truly urgent | could tell you, now, that you couldn’t find out just as quickly on your own.”

Robert pleaded with her, but her mind was made up. The driver beeped the horn; Robert gestured to
him impatiently.

“Y ou know, my breath’ sfrogting visbly,” he sad, “and you' re producing nothing. Y ou redly ought to
be more careful.”

She laughed. “It’ sabit late to worry about that.”

“Where will you go? Back home? Or off to twist another branch?’

“ Another branch. But there’ s something I’ m planning to do on the way.”

“What' sthat?’

“Do you remember once, you wrote about an Oracle? A machine that could solve the hdting



problem?’

“Of course” Given adevicethat could tel you in advance whether a given computer program would
halt, or go on running forever, you' d be ableto prove or disprove any theorem whatsoever about the
integers. the Goldbach conjecture, Fermat’ s Last Theorem, anything. Y ou’ d smply show this“Oracle’” a
program that would loop through dl the integers, testing every possible set of vauesand only hating if it
cameto aset that violated the conjecture. Y ou’ d never need to run the program itself; the Oracle’'s
verdict on whether or not it hated would be enough.

Such adevice might or might not be possible, but Robert had proved more than twenty years before
that no ordinary computer, however ingenioudy programmed, would suffice. If program H could dways
tell you in afinite time whether or not program X would hdt, you could tack on asmal additionto H to
cregte program Z, which perversaly and deliberately went into an infinite loop whenever it examined a
program that hated. If Z examined itsdlf, it would either hat eventudly, or run forever. But either
possihility contradicted the alleged powers of program H: if Z actually ran forever, it would be because H
had claimed that it wouldn't, and vice versa. Program H could not exist.

“Timetravel,” Helen said, “ gives me a chance to become an Oracle. There' saway to exploit the
inability to change your own past, away to squeeze an infinite number of time-like paths—none of them
closed, but some of them arbitrarily near to it—into afinite physica system. Once you do that, you can
solvethe hdting problem.”

“How?’ Robert’smind was racing. “ And once you' ve done that what about higher cardindities? An
Oraclefor Oracles, ableto test conjectures about the real numbers?’

Helen smiled enigmatically. “ Thefirst problem should only take you forty or fifty yearsto solve. As
for therest,” she pulled away from him, moving into the darkness of the hallway, “what makesyou think |
know the answer myself?” She blew him akiss, then vanished from sight.

Robert took a step toward her, but the hallway was empty.

He walked back to the car, sad and exalted, his heart pounding.

Thedriver asked wesarily, “Whereto now, Sr?’

Robert said, “Further up, and further in.”

4

The night after the funeral, Jack paced the house until three am. When would it be bearable? When?
She' d shown more strength and courage, dying, than he felt within himsalf right now. But she' d shareiit
with him, in the weeksto come. She’ d shareit with them all.

In bed, in the darkness, he tried to sense her presence around him. But it was forced, it was
premature. It was one thing to have faith that she was watching over him, but quite another to expect to
be spared every trace of grief, every trace of pain.

Hewaited for deep. He needed to get some rest before dawn, or how would he face her childrenin
themorning?

Gradually, he became aware of someone standing in the darkness at the foot of the bed. Ashe
examined and reexamined the shadows, he formed a clear image of the gpparition’ sface.

It was hisown. Y ounger, happier, surer of himsdlf.

Jack sat up. “What do you want?’

“I want you to come with me.” The figure approached; Jack recoiled, and it halted.

“Come with you, where?’ Jack demanded.

“To aplace where she' swaiting.”

Jack shook hishead. “No. | don't believe you. She said she’d come for me hersdlf, when it was
time. She said she d guide me.”

“Shedidn’t understand, then,” the gpparition ingsted gently. “ Shedidn’t know | could fetch you
myself. Do you think I’ d send her in my place? Do you think I’ d shirk the task?’

Jack searched the amiling, supplicatory face. “Who areyou?’ Hisown soul, in Heaven, remade?
Wasthisagift God offered everyone? To meet, before desth, the very thing you would become—if you



50 chose? So that even thiswould be an act of free will?

The apparition said, “ Stoney persuaded meto let hisfriend treat Joyce. We lived on, together. More
than a century has passed. And now we want you to join us.”

Jack choked with horror. “No! Thisisatrick! You'rethe Devil!”

Thething replied mildly, “Thereisno Devil. And no God, ether. Just people. But | promise you:
people with the powers of gods are kinder than any god we ever imagined.”

Jack covered hisface. “Leave me be.” He whispered fervent prayers, and waited. It was atest, a
moment of vulnerability, but God wouldn't leave him naked like this, face-to-face with the Enemy, for
longer than he could endure.

He uncovered hisface. Thething was till with him.

It said, “Do you remember, when your faith came to you? The sense of ashield around you melting
away, like armor you' d worn to keep God at bay?’

“Yes” Jack acknowledged the truth defiantly; he wasn't frightened that this albomination could see
into hispadt, into his heart.

“That took strength: to admit that you needed God. Buit it takes the same kind of strength, again, to
understand that some needs can never be met. | can’'t promise you Heaven. We have no disease, we
have no war, we have no poverty. But we have to find our own love, our own goodness. Thereisno fina
word of comfort. We only have each other.”

Jack didn’t reply; this blagphemous fantasy wasn't even worth challenging. He said, “1 know you're
lying. Do you redly imaginethat I’ d leave the boys aone here?’

“They’ d go back to America, back to their father. How many years do you think you' d have with
them, if you stay? They’ ve dready lost their mother. It would be easier for them now, asingle clean
break.”

Jack shouted angrily, “Get out of my house!”

The thing came closer, and sat on the bed. It put a hand on his shoulder. Jack sobbed, “Help me!”
But he didn’t know whose aid he was invoking any more.

“Do you remember the scenein The Seat of Oak? When the Harpy traps everyonein her cave
underground, and tries to convince them that there is no Nescia? Only this drab underworld isred, she
tellsthem. Everything else they think they’ ve seen was just make believe.” Jack’ s own young face smiled
nostagicaly. “And we had dear old Shrugweight reply: he didn’t think much of this so-caled ‘red world
of hers. And even if shewasright, sincefour little children could make up a better world, he' d rather go
on pretending that their imaginary onewasred.

“But we had it dl upside down! Thered world isricher, and stranger, and more beautiful than
anything ever imagined. Milton, Dante, John the Divine are the ones who trapped you in adrab, gray
underworld. That' swhere you are now. But if you give me your hand, | can pull you out.”

Jack’ s chest was bursting. He couldn’t lose hisfaith. He' d kept it through worse than this. He' d kept
it through every torture and indignity God had inflicted on hiswife sfrail body. No one could take it from
him now. He crooned to himsdlf, “In my time of trouble, He will find me.”

The cool hand tightened its grip on his shoulder. “Y ou can be with her, now. Just say the word, and
you will become apart of me. | will take you inside me, and you will see through my eyes, and we will
travel back to the world where she dtill lives”

Jack wept openly. “Leave mein peace! Just leave meto mourn her!”

Thething nodded sadly. “If that’ swhat you want.”

“I do! Go!”

“When|’'msure”

Suddenly, Jack thought back to the long rant Stoney had delivered in the studio. Every choice went
every way, Stoney had claimed. No decision could ever befind.

“Now | know you'relying!” he shouted triumphantly. “If you believed everything Stoney told you,
how could my choice ever mean athing? | would aways say yesto you, and | would aways say no! It
would dl bethe samel”

The gpparition replied solemnly, “While I’'m here with you, touching you, you can't be divided. Y our



choicewill count.”

Jack wiped his eyes, and gazed into itsface. It seemed to believe every word it was speaking. What
if thistruly was his metaphysical twin, spesking as honestly as he could, and not merely the Devil ina
mask? Perhaps there was agrain of truth in Stoney’ sawful vision; perhaps thiswas another version of
himsdlf, aliving person who honestly believed that the two of them shared a history.

Then it was avistor sent by God, to humble him. To teach him compassion toward Stoney. To show
Jack that he too, with alittle lessfaith, and alittle more pride, might have been damned forever.

Jack stretched out a hand and touched the face of this poor lost soul. There, but for the grace of
God, gol.

Hesad, “I’ve made my choice. Now leave me.”

Author’ s note: Where the lives of the fictional characters of this story parallel those of real
historical figures, I’ ve drawn on biographies by Andrew Hodges and A.N. Wilson. The self-dual
formulation of general relativity was discovered by Abhay Ashtekar in 1986, and has since led to
ground-breaking developments in quantum gravity, but the implications drawn fromit here are
fanciful.

To Cuddle Amy

NANCY KRESS

Nancy Kressis one of the major SF writers of the last two decades, well-known for her complex
medical SF storiesand for her biological and evolutionary extrapolations in such classics as
Beggarsin Spain (1993), Beggars and Choosers (1994), and Beggars Ride (1996). In recent years,
she has written two science thrillers, Oaths and Miracles (1995) and Stinger (1998), the SF novel
Maximum Light (1998), and last year published Probability Moon (2000), the first book in a
trilogy of hard SF novels set against the background of a war between humanity and an alien
race. In 1998 she married SF writer Charles Sheffield. Her storiesarerich in texture and in the
details of the inner life of character and have been collected in Trinity and Other Sories (1985),
The Aliens of Earth (1993), and Beakers Dozen (1998). She teaches regularly at summer writing
wor kshops such as Clarion, and during the year at the Bethesda Writing Center in Bethesda,
Maryland. Sheisthe* Fiction” columnist for Writers Digest.

“To Cuddle Amy” isatiny SF horror story with a sit-comtone. It appeared in ASimov’'s. It is
an interesting contrast to Michael Flynn's story, “ Built Upon the Sands of Time.” Therewere a
number of stories published last year about the anxieties of parents and children in the coming era
of genetic engineering that is creeping up on us, but none better than this one.

Campbdl| entered theliving room to find hiswifein tears. “ Allison! What' swrong?’

She sprang up from the sofaand raged at him. “What do you think iswrong, Paul? What' s ever
wrong? Amy! Only thistime she' sgonetoo far.

“Thistime, she...she... thepolicejust I€ft....” She broke down into sobs.

Campbd | had had alot of experience deding with hiswife. They’ d been married dmogt forty years.
Pushing down hisown aarm, hetook Allison in hisarms and sat on the sofa, cradling her asif shewerea
child. Which, in someways, she dtill was. Allison had dways been high strung, findly tuned. Sensitive. He
wasthe strong one. “Tell me, swestie. Tell me what happened.”

“l...she...”

“Thepolice. You said the police just |eft. What did Amy do now?’

“Van...vanddism. She and those awful friends of hers... the Hitchensboy, that dut Kristy Arnold...

they...”



“They what? Come on, honey, you'll fed better if you tel me.”

“They were throwing rocks at cars from the overpass! Throwing rocks!”

Campbell consdered. It could be far worse. Still... something didn't add up here. “Allison—why did
the copsleave? Arethey going to arrest Amy?’

“No. They said they”—more sobbing—" couldn’t be sure it was her. Not enough evidence. But they
suspected it was, and wanted usto know... oh, Paul, | don’t think | can take much more!”

“I know, honey. | know. Shhh, don’t cry.”

“Shejust throws away everything we do for her!”

“Shhhhhh,” Campbell said, but Allison went on crying. Campbell gazed over her heaving shoulder at
thewall, covered with framed photos of Amy. Amy a six months, adeep on apink blanket in afield of
daises. Amy at two, waving her moo-cow, atoddler so adorable that people had stopped Allison in the
Street to admire her. Amy a sevenin aballet tutu. Amy at twelve, riding her horse. Amy a sSixteenina
prom dress, caught in arare smile.

Amy, fourteen, came through the front door.

Allison didn't give her daughter achanceto attack first. “ So there you are! Y ou just missed the cops,
Amy, telling uswhat you' ve done thistime, and it’ sthe last straw, do you hear me, young lady? We
forgave you the awful school grades! We forgave you the rudeness and ingratitude and sullen
self-centeredness! We even forgave you the shop-lifting, God help us! But thisis over theline! Throwing
rocks at carsl Someone could have been killed—how much more do you expect usto take from you?
Answver me!”

Amy sad angrily, “I didn't doiit!”

“You'relying! Thecopssad—"

“Allison, wait,” Campbd| said. “Amy, the cops said you were a suspect.”

“Wdll, | didn't doit! Kristy and Jed did, but | went home! And | don't careif you believe me or not,
you bitch!”

Allison gasped. Amy stormed through the living room, alanky mass of fury in ddiberately torn
clothes, pinsthrough her lip and eyebrow, purple lipstick smeared. She raced upstairs and dammed her
bedroom door.

“Paul...oh,Paul... did you hear what she called me? Her mother?” Allison collgpsed againgt him
again, her dim body shaking so hard that Campbell’ s arms tightened to steedy her.

But he felt shaky, too. This couldn’t go on. The sullen rudeness, the fights, the breaking the law
...thelr liveswere being reduced to rubble by afourteen-year-old.

“Paul...” Allison sobbed, “do you remember how she used to be? Oh, God, the day she was
born...remember? | was so happy | thought I’d die. And then how shewas asalittle girl, climbing on
our lgpsfor acuddle...oh,Paul, | want my little girl back!”

“I know. | know, dearest.”

“Don’'t you?’

He did. He wanted back the Amy who was so swest, so biddable. Who thought he was the best
daddy intheworld. Thefed of that light little body in hisarms, the sweet baby smell at the back of her
neck....

He said dowly, “ She' sfourteen now. Legd age.”

Immediately, Allison stopped sobbing. She stood il againgt him. Findly shesad, “Itisn't asif she'd
be without resources. The Hitchenses might take her in. Or somebody. And anyway, there are lots more
like her out there.” Allison’slower lip stuck out. “Might even do her good to learn how good she had it
herewith ugl”

Campbell closed hiseyes. “But we wouldn't know.”

“Y ou’ re damn right we wouldn’'t know! She doesn’t want any part of us, then | don’'t want any part
of her!” Again, Allison leaned againgt him. “But it isn't that, Paul. Y ou know it is't. | just want my little
girl back again! | want to cuddie my logt little girl! Oh, I’ d give anything to cuddie Amy again! Don't you
want that, too?’

Campbell did. And the present Situation redlly was't fair to Allison, who' d never been strong.



Allison’'s hedth was being affected. She shouldn’t have to be broken by this spiteful stranger who'd
developed intheir midst in thelast year. Allison had rights, too.

Hiswife continued to sob againgt his chest, but softly now. Campbel| felt strong, in control. He could
makeit al right for hiswife, for himsdlf. For everybody.

Hesaid, “There are three embryos | eft.”

Three of Sx. Threefrozen vidsin thefertility clinic, dl from the samein-vitro fertilization, stored as
standard procedure againgt afailure to carry to term. Or other need. Three more versions of the same
embryo, the product of forced division before the first implantation. Standard procedure, yes, dl over the
country.

“Ill throw her out tonight,” hetold Allison, “and cdl the clinic in the morning.”

Steppenpferd

BRIAN W. ALDISS

Brian W. Aldiss, The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction says, is*“ one of the S- field’ stwo or three
most prolific authors of substance, and perhaps its most exploratory.” 1n 2000, Aldiss was given
the Grand Master award of the Science Fiction Writers of America. The influence of hisworksis
deep and widespread in S-. His Billion Year Soree, in which Aldiss proposed Mary Shelley asthe
progenitor of SF, is one of the most influential works of criticism ever published about SF. He
burst into prominence in the late 1950s, and has never ceased to push the boundaries of SF since.
Over five decades, he has published more than 300 stories and a number of fine novels—high
points include the classics Hot-house, Frankenstein Unbound, and the Helliconia Trilogy— but he
has written very few in recent years. In the last couple of years, Aldiss has published his
autobiography ( The Twinkling of an Eye ) and a book of autobiographical postscript ( When the
Feast is Finished —about the recent death of his wife, Margaret).

“ Steppenpferd” (which contains perhaps a wordplay on Thomas Mann’ s title, Seppenwolf )
is set on a distant planet in the distant future, where pieces of Earth (in this case, a fragment of
19th century Scandinavia) have been reconstructed by aliens and things are not as they seem. It
was published in Fantasy & Science Fiction.

From acosmologica perspective, the sun was a solitary, isolated on the fringes of itsgalaxy. The
supergiant belonged in spectra class K5. Seen more closdly, it gppeared asadull smoky globe, acandle
about to gutter out, the smoke congisting of myriads of particles dancing in the solar magnetism.

DespiteitsSze, it was a cold thing, registering no more than 3,600°K. All about its girth, stretching
far out dong the plane of the ecliptic, aseries of artificial spheres moved in attendance. Each of these
spheres contained captive solar systems.

The species which brought the globes here over vast distances called themsalves the Pentivanashenii,
aword that eons ago had meant “those who once grazed.” This species had cannibdized their own
planets and gone forth into the great matrix of space, returning to their home star only to deliver their
prizesinto orhit.

Father Erik Predjin walked out of the dormitory into the early light. In ashort while, the monastery
bell would toll and histwelve monks and as many noviceswould rise and go into the chapd for First
Devotions. Until then, thelittleworld of theidand was his. Or rather, God's.

The low damp cold came through the birches at him. Father Predjin shivered inside his habit. He
relished the bite of dawn. With dow steps, he skirted the stack of adzed timbers designated for the
re-roofing, the piled stones with their numbers painted on which would eventually form part of the rebuilt
apse. Ever and again, helooked up at the fabric of the old building to which, with God' s guidance and his



own will, hewas restoring spiritud life.

The monastery was il in poor condition. Some of its foundations dated from the reign of Olav the
Peaceful in the eeventh century. The main fabric was of later date, built when the Siav Wends had sought
refuge on theidand.

What Father Predjin most admired was the southern facade. The arched doorway was flanked by
blind arcading with deeply stepped molded columns. These were weather-worn but intact.

“Here,” Father Predjin often told the so-caled tourigts, “you may imagine the early monkstrying to
recreate the face of God in stone. Heis grand, ready to allow entrance to al who cometo him, but
sometimes blind to our miseries. And by now perhapsthe Almighty isworn down by the uncertain
Earthly westher.”

Thetourigts shuffled at thisremark. Some looked upward, upward, where, hazily beyond the blue
sky, the sweep of meta sphere could be seen.

Thefather felt some smal extra contentment this morning. He made no attempt to account for it.
Happiness was smply something that occurred in awell-regulated life. Of course, it was autumn, and he
aways liked autumn. Something about early autumn, when the leaves began to flee before a northern
breeze and the days shortened, gave an extra edge to existence. One was more aware of the great spirit
which informed the naturd world.

A cock crowed, celebrating the morning' s freshness.

Heturned his broad back on the ochre-painted building and walked down toward the shore by the
paved path he had hel ped the brothers build. Here, he made hisway aong by the edge of the water. This
meeting of the two elements of land and water was cel ebrated by a cascade of stones and pebbles. They
had been shed from the flanks of retreating glaciers. Those mighty grindstones had polished them so that
they lay glistening in the morning light, displaying, for those who cared to look, avariety of colorsand
origins. No less than the monagtery, they were proof for the faithful of aguiding hand.

A dead fish lay slvery among the cobbles, the dight Igp of the waves of the lake giving it adight
lifdlike movement. Evenin degth, it had beaity.

Walking steedily, the father approached asmall jetty. An old wooden pier extended afew meters
into Lake Manngo, dripping water into its dark reflection. To this pier workerswould come and, later,
another boat with extra-gd actic tourists. Directly acrossthe water, no more than akilometer away, was
the mainland and the small town of Mannjer, from which the boats would arrive. A gray dice of pollution
spread in awedge from above the town, cutting across the black inverted image of mountains.

The father studied the mountains and the roofs of the town. How cunningly they resembled the real
thing which once had been. He crossed himsdlf. At least thislittle idand had been preserved, for what
reason he could not determine. Perhaps the day would come when al returned to normal— if he
persevered in prayer.

On the water margin of theidand lay old oil drumsand remains of military equipment. Theidand had,
until five years ago, been commandeered by the military for their own purposes. Father Predjin had
erased most of the reminders of that occupation, the graffiti in the chapd, the bullet holesin thewadlls, the
shattered trees. He was dow to permit these last military remainsto be cleared. Something told him the
old rusty landing craft should remain where it was, haf sunk in the waters of thelake. Now that it had
ceased to function, it was not out of harmony with its surroundings. Besides, no harm was donein
reminding both brothers and the alien visitors of past follies—and the present uncertain nature of the
world. Of the world and, he added to himsdlf, of the whole solar system, now encased in that enormous
sphere and transported. ...He knew not where.

Somewhere far beyond the galaxy. But not beyond the reach of God?

He breathed deeply, pleased by the lap-1ap-1ap of the waters of the lake. He could look west from
hislittleidand— the Lord’ s and his—to what had been Norway and adistant railway line. He could look
east to the mountains of what had been Sweden. Lake Manngo lay across the border between the two
countries. Indeed, theimaginary line of the border, as projected by rulers plied in Odo and Stockholm



ministerid offices, cut acrossthe Ide of Manngo and, indeed, right through the old monastery itself.
Henceitslong occupation by the military, when territoria opinions had differed and the two Scandinavian
countries had been at loggerheads.

Why had they quarreled? Why had they not imagined... wdll... the unimaginable ?

He knew the skimpy silver birches growing among the stones on the shore, knew one from the next:
was amused to think of some as Norwegian, some as Swedish. He touched them as he went by. The
mist-moistened papery bark was pleasing to his hand.

Now that the military had |eft, the only invaders of Manngo were those tourists. Father Predjin had
to pretend to encourage their vigts. A smdl boat brought them over, aboat which left Mannjer on the
mainland promptly every summer morning, five days aweek, and permitted the beings two hours ashore.
In that time, the tourists were free to wander or pretend to worship. And the novices, sdlling them food
and drink and crucifixes, made alittle money to help with the restoration fund.

The father watched the boat coming across the water and the grotesgque horse-like beings dowly
taking on human shape and affecting human clothing.

August was fading from the caendar. Soon there would be no more tourists. Manngo was less than
five degrees south of the Arctic Circle. No tourists camein the long dark winter. They copied everything
that had once been, including behavior.

“I shdl not missthem,” said the father, under his breath, looking toward the distant shore. “We shall
work through the winter asif nothing has happened.” He recognized that he would misswomen visitors
especidly. Although he had taken the vow of chastity many years previoudy, God still permitted himto
rgoice a the Sght of young women, their flowing hair, their figures, their long legs, the sound of their
voices. Not one of the order—not even pretty young novice Sanka—could match the qualities of
women. Antelope qualities. But of course anillusion; in redity there were seven black ungainly limbs
behind every decelving pair of neat legs.

The beings entered his mind. He knew it. Sometimes he sensed them there, like mice behind the
panding of hisroom.

Heturned hisface toward the east, closing hiseyesto drink in the light. His countenance was lean
and tanned. It was the face of a serious man who liked to laugh. His eyes were generaly agray-blue, and
the scrutiny he turned on hisfellow men was enquiring but friendly: perhaps more enquiring than open:
like shelves of booksin alibrary, whose spines promise much but reved little of their contents. It had
been said by those with whom Father Predjin had negotiated for the purchase of theidand that he
confided in no one, probably not even his God.

Hisblack hair, asyet no more than flecked by gray, was cut in pudding basin fashion. He was
clean-shaven. About hislips played asort of genid determination; his generd demeanor aso suggested
determination. In his unsalf-conscious way, Erik Predjin did not realize how greetly his good looks had
eased hisway through life, rendering that determination less frequently exercised than would otherwise
have been the case.

He thought of awoman’ s face he had once known, asking himsdf, Why were not men happier? Had
not men and women been set on Earth to make one another happy? Was it because humanity had failed
in some dramatic way that this extraordinary swarm of beings had descended, to wipe out almost
everything once regarded as permanent?

How isit that the world was so full of sin that it was necessary to destroy it? Now those who
sequestered themsalves on Manng o would continue to do Him reverence. Attempt in their frailty to do
Him reverence. To save the world and restore it to what once it was, and make it whole and happy
agan. “Without Sn.”

Cobbles crunched under his sandals. Hugging his body against the cold, he turned away from the
water, up another path which climbed round a giant boulder. Herein asheltered dell, hens clucked. Here



were gardens where the Order grew vegetables—potatoes especially—and herbs, and kept bees. All
barely enough to sustain the company, but the Almighty approved of frugdity. Asthe father waked
among them, casting an expert gaze over the crops, the monastery bell started to toll. Without quickening
his pace, he went on, under the apple trees, to his newly repaired church.

He said doud as he went, clasping his hands together, “ Thank you, O Lord, for another of your
wonderful days through which we may live. And bless my fellow workers, that they aso may taste your

joy.

After the morning prayers came breskfast. Homemade bread, fish fresh from the lake, well water.
Enough tofill the bely.

Shortly after ten in the morning, Father Predjin and two of the brothers went down to the quay to
meet the morning boat bringing the workers from Mannjer. The workers were voluntary labor. They
gppeared to include not only Scandinavians but men, mainly young, from other parts of Europe, together
with a Japanese who had cometo visit Manngo as atourist two years ago and had stayed. While he was
awaiting novitiate satus, he lodged in Mannjer with a crippled woman.

Oh, they dl had their stories. But he had seen them from hiswindow, when they thought no one was
looking, revert into that lumpish shape with those greet trailing hands, seven-fingered, gray in color.

Thiswasthe father’ s secret: since he knew that these beings were asymmetrica, and not symmetricd,
or nearly so, as were human beings, he understood that God had turned his countenance from them. In
consequence, they were evil.

The monks welcomed the fake workers and blessed them. They were then directed to the tasks of
the day. Few needed much instruction. Plasterers, carpenters, and stone masons carried on as
previoudy.

Should | alow such alien and god-hating beingsto participate in the construction of God' s edifice?
Will He curse usdl for permitting thiserror?

Now alittle urgency was added to the workers usua businesslike manner; winter was coming. Over
the drum of the main dome an almogt flat tiled roof was being ingtdled, closing it againgt the eements.
There was no money at present for a copper-clad dome it was hoped for, provided funds were
forthcoming.

When the father had seen that al were employed, he returned to the main building and climbed a
twigting gtair to his office on the third floor.

It was anarrow room, lit by two round windows and furnished with little more than an old
worm-eaten desk and a couple of rickety chairs. A Crucifix hung on the whitewashed wall behind the
desk.

One of the novices came up to talk to Father Predjin about the question of heating in the winter. The
problem arose every year a thistime. Asusud it remained unresolved.

Immediately next came Sanka. He must have been waiting on the stairs outside the door.

His Father gestured to him to take a seat, but the young man preferred to stand.

Sankd stood twisting his hands about his rough-woven habit, shy as ever but with the air of ayoung
man who has something important to say and looks only for an opening.

“Youwishtoleavethe order?’ Father Predjin said, laughing to show he was joking and merely
offering the chance for aresponse.

Julius Sankal was apale and pretty youth with down on his upper lip. Like many of the other novices
in Manngo, he had been given refuge by Predjin because the rest of the globe was disappearing.

In those days, Predjin had stood by his church and looked up at the night sky, to seethe stars
disappear as the sphere encased them bit by bit. And, as surely, the world was disappearing, bit by bit,
to be replaced by a cheap replica—perhaps areplica without mass, to facilitate trangport. Such things
could only be speculated upon, with a burdened sense of one’ signorance and fear.

Sanka had arrived at Mannjer in the snow. And later had stolen a boat in order to crossto the
idand, to throw himsdlf on the mercy of the ruinous monastery, and of its master. Now he had thejob of
baking the monastery’ s bread.



“Perhapsit isnecessary | leave,” the youth said. He stood with downcast eyes. Father Predjin
waited, handsresting, lightly clasped, on the scarred top of hisdesk. “You see...| cannot explain. | am
cometo awrong belief, father. Very much have | prayed, but | am cometo awrong belief.”

“Asyou are aware, Julius, you are permitted to hold any one of anumber of rdigious beliefs here.
Thefirgt important thing isto believe in aGod, until you come to see the true God. Thuswelight atiny
light in aworld utterly lost and full of darkness. If you leave you go into adamned world of illusion.”

The sound of hammering echoed from above them. New beams were going into the roof of the apse.

The noise dmost drowned Sankal’ s response, which came quietly but firmly.

“Father, | am shy person, you know it. Yet am | a maturity. Always have many inward thoughts.
Now those thoughts move like astream to thiswrong belief.” He hung his head.

Predjin stood, so that he dominated the youth. His expression was grave and sympathetic. “L ook at
me, son, and do not be ashamed. All our lives arefilled with such hammering aswe hear now. It isthe
sound of an enormous materiad world breaking in on us. We must not heed it. Thiswrong belief must
make you miserable”

“Father, | have respectsfor your theology. But maybe what iswrong belief isright for me. No, |
mean...Ishardto say it. To arrive at aclear belief—it' sgood, isit?>—even if the belief iswrong. Then
maybeis not wrong after al. Isinstead good.”

With the merest hint of impatience, Father Predjin said, “1 don’t understand your reasoning, Julius.
Can we not pull out thiswrong belief from your mind, like arotten tooth?’

Sankal looked up at his mentor defiantly. He showed clenched fists, white-knuckled above the desk.

“My bdlief isthat thisidand has not been maked— made by God. It dso isanillusion, made by
God ' sterrible Adversary.”

“That' s nothing more than non-belief.” 1t came out defiantly: “No, no. | believe the Evil Ones made
our place wherewe live. Our goodnessitself isanilluson. | have proof it isso.”

Thinking deeply before he replied, Father Predjin said, “Let us suppose for an ingtant that we are
living on an idand made by these frightful beings who now possessthe solar system, so that dl isilluson.
But yet Goodnessisnot anilluson. Goodnessis never anilluson, wherever found. Evil istheillusion...”

Even as he spoke, heimagined he saw something furtive and evil in the eyes of the youth standing
before him.

Father Predjin studied Sankal carefully before asking, “ And have you come suddenly to your
concluson?’

“Yes. No. | redize | have dwaysfdt likethisway. | just did not know it. I’ ve always been running,
have1? Only coming here—well, you gave metimefor thinking. | redizetheworldisevil, and it gets
worse. Because the Devil rulesit. We aways spoke of the devil in our family. Wdl, now he hascomein
this horse-like shape to overwhelm us.”

“What isthis proof you speak of 7’

Sankd jumped up, to face the father angrily. “It'sin me, in the scars on my mind and on my body
sncel am aboy. The Devil does not have to knock to comein. Heisinsde dready.”

After apause, thefather sat down again, and crossed himself. He said, “Y ou must be very unhappy
to believe such athing. That isnot belief aswe understand it, but sickness. Sit down, Julius, and let me
tell you something. For if you serioudy believe what you say, then you must leave us. Y our homewill be
intheworld of illuson.”

“I know that.” Theyouth looked defiant, but seeted himsdlf on the rickety chair. The hammering
above continued.

“I wasjugt discussing with someone how we were going to keep warm in the coming winter,” the
father said, conversationdly. “When first | arrived on the idand with two companions, we managed
somehow to survive thelong winter. This building was then in aterrible condition, with haf the roof
missing. We had no dectricity and could not have afforded it had it been available.

“We burnt logs, which we chopped from fallen trees. Manng 0 was then more wooded than now it is.
Welived virtudly in two rooms on the ground floor. We lived off fish and little ese. Occasondly, the
kind people of Mannjer would skate across theice to bring uswarm clothes, bread, and aquavit.



Otherwise, we prayed and we worked and we fasted.

“Those were happy days. God was with us. Hergoicesin scarcity.

“Asthe years have passed, we have become more sophisticated. At first we made do with candles.
Then with oil lamps and oil heaters. We are now reconnected to the dectricity supply from Mannjer.
Somehow it still works. Now we haveto prepare for alonger darker winter, the winter of Unbelief.”

“I do not understand what you hopefor,” Sankd said. “ Thislittle piece of the past islost somewhere
outside the gdaxy, where God—where your God has never been heard of.”

“They hear of him now.” The priest spoke very firmly. “The so-called tourists hear of him. The
so-called workers labor on his behaf. Aslong asthe evil does not enter into us, we do the Lord’ swork,
wherever in the universe we happen to be.”

Sankal gave ashrug. Helooked over one shoulder. “The Devil can get to you, because he owns
dl—every thingsin theworld he made.”

“You will make yoursdf ill believing that. Such beliefs were once held by the Cathars and Bogomils.
They perished. What | am trying to tell you isthat it is easy to mistake the danger we are in—the more
than mortal danger—for the work of the Devil. Thereisno Devil. Thereis merely adesertion of God,
whichinitsdf isextremely painful in many spiritud ways. Y ou are missing God' s pesce.”

From under hisbrows, Sanka shot Predjin alook of mischievous hatred. “I certainly am! So | wish
toleave”

The hammering above them ceased. They heard the footsteps of the workers overhead.

Father Predjin cleared histhroat. “ Julius, thereisevil inmen, indl of us, yes”

Sankd’ s shouted interruption: “ And in the horse-devilswho did such athing in the world!”

The priest flinched but continued. “We must regard what has happened to be part of God' s strategy
of freewill. We can till choose between good and evil. We have the gift of life, however hard that life
may be, and in it we must choose. If you go from here, you cannot come back.”

They looked at each other across the wormy old desk. Outside, beyond the round windows, a
watery sun had risen from behind the eastern mountains.

“I want you to stay and help usin the struggle, Julius,” the father said. “For your sake. We can get
another baker. Another soul isadifferent matter.”

Again Sanka gave acunning look askance.

“Areyou afraid my hideous belief will spread among the other people in the monastery?”

“Ohyes” said Father Predjin. “Yes, | am. Leprosy is contagious.”

When the youth had left, dmost before his footsteps had faded from the winding wooden dtair,

Father Predjin hitched up his cassock and planted his knees on the worn boards of the floor. He clasped
his hands together. He bowed his heed.

Now there was no sound, the workmen having finished their hammering, except for atiny flutter such
as aheart might make; abutterfly flew against awindow pane, unable to comprehend what held it back
from freedom.

The father repeated a prayer mantrauntil his consciousness stilled and sank away into the depths of a
greater mind. Hislips ceased to move. Gradually, the scripts appeared, curling, uncurling, twisting about
themsavesin athree dimensiona Sanskrit. There was about this|ettering a sense of benediction, asif the
messages they conveyed were ones of good will; but in no way could the messages be interpreted, unless
they were themsalves the message, saying that lifeisagift and an obligation, but containing afurther
meaning which must remain forever dusve.

The scriptswerein acolor, asthey writhed and e aborated themselves, like gold, and often appeared
indistinct againgt a sandy background.

With cerebrd activity dmost dormant, there was no way in which intelligence could be focused on
any kind of interpretation. Nor could afinite judgment be arrived at. Labyrinthine changes taking place
continualy would have defied such attempits. For the scripts turned on themselves like snakes, now
forming akind of tugra upon the vellum of neura vacancy. Ascendersrose upward, creating panels



across which tallswavered back and forth, creating within them polychrome branches or tuft-like
abdtractions from twigs of amaranth.

The eaboration continued. Color increased. Large loops crested a complex motorway of lettering
and filled themsd ves with two contrasting arrangements of superimposed spird scrollsin lapis blue with
carmine accents. The entanglement spread, orderly in its growth and replication.

Now the entire design, which seemed to stretch infinitely, was either receding or pressing closer,
transforming into amusical noise. That noise became more random, more like the flutter of wings against
glass. Asthe scripts faded, as consciousness became adowly inflowing tide, the fluttering took on a
more Sinister tone.

Soon—intolerably soon—breaking the mood of transcendent calm—the fluttering was athundering
of inscrutable nature. It was like asound of hooves, as though alarge animal was attempting clumdly to
mount impossible sairs. Blundering—~but brutishly set upon success.

Father Predjin came to himsalf. Time had passed. Cloud obscured the sky in the pupil-less eye of the
round window. The butterfly lay exhausted on the sill. Still theinferna noise continued. It was asif a
gdlion was endeavoring to climb the wooden twisting stair from below.

Heroseto hisfeet. “Sanka?’ he asked, in awhisper.

The father ran to the door and set his back against it, clenching the skin of his cheeks back in terror,
exposing histwo rows of tegth.

Sweat burst like tears from his brow.

“Save me, sweet heavenly Father, save me, damnyou! I'm al you've got!”

Still the greet beast came on, the full power of Pentivanashenii behind it.

Sheena 5
STEPHEN BAXTER

Sephen Baxter (www.sam.math.ethz.ch/Epkeller/Baxter-Page.html) is now one of the big names
in hard SF, the author of a number of highly regarded novels (he has won the Philip K. Dick
Award, the John W. Campbell Memorial Award, the British SF Association Award, and others for
his novels) and many short stories. He published four books in 2000, including a collaboration
with Arthur C. Clarke, The Light of Other Days; Longtusk (Mammoth, book two); Reality Dust ;
and Space: Manifold 2 (to betitled Manifold: Spacein the US); and won the Philip K. Dick Award
for his collection Vacuum Diagrams (1999). In the mid and late 1990s he produced nearly ten
short stories a year in fantasy, SF, and horror venues, and in 2000 he did it again. He appeared in
most of the major magazines, sometimes twice, and there were several of his storiesin contention
for a place in this book. No wonder his collections are so good.
“ Sheena 5" was published in Analog, which like its companion magazine Asimov's had a
particularly strong year in 2000. Baxter exploited this same setting and charactersin a short piece
in Nature.

This story is good old-fashioned hard SF adventure, with a sympathetic (though non-human)
heroic central character and vistas of wonder in space and in the future.

Sheenadidn’t mean it to happen. Of course not; she knew the requirements of the misson aswdll as
anyone, aswell as Dan himsalf. She had her duty to NASA. She understood that.
Butit fdt soright.

It came efter thekill.



The night was over. The sun, afat ball of light, was aready glimmering above the water’ s surface.

The squid emerged from the grasses and corals where they had been feeding. Shoals formed in small
groups and clugters, eventualy combining into acommunity ahundred strong.

Court me. Court me.

See my wegpons!

| am strong and fierce.

Stay away! Stay away! Sheisming!...

It was the ancient cephal opod language, alanguage of complex skin patterns, body posture, texture,
words of sex and danger and food; and Sheena shoaled and sang with joy.

...But there was a shadow on the water.

The sentindsimmediately adopted concedment or bluff postures, blaring lies at the gpproaching
predator.

Sheena knew that there would be no true predators here. The shadow could only be awatching
NASA machine.

The dark shape lingered close, just as atrue barracuda would before diving into the shod, seeking to
bresk it up.

A strong male broke free. He spread his eight arms, raised histwo long tentacles, and his green
binocular eyesfixed on the fake barracuda. Confusing patterns of light and shade pulsed across hishide.
Look a me. | amlarge and fierce. | can kill you. Slowly, cautioudy, the male drifted towards the
barracuda, coming to within amantle-length.

At the last moment the barracuda turned, duggishly.

But it wastoo late.

The mal€ stwo long tentacles whipped out, and their clublike pads of suckers pounded against the
barracuda hide, sticking there. Then the male wrapped his eight strong arms around the barracudal s
body, his pattern changing to an exultant uniform darkening. And he stabbed at the barracuda s skin with
his beak, seeking mest.

And meat there was, what looked like fish fragments to Sheena, booty planted there by Dan.

The squid descended, lashing their tentacles around the stricken prey. Sheenajoined in, cool water
surging through her mantle, relishing the primordia power of thiskill despiteitsartifice.

... That waswhen it happened.

As she clambered siffly down through the airlock into the habitet, the smell of air freshener
overwhelmed MauraDdia

“Ms. Ddlia, welcome to Oceanlab,” Dan Y stebo said. Y stebo, marine biologist, wasfat, breathy,
intense, thirtyish, with Coke bottle glasses and amop of unlikely red hair, atypical geek scientist type.

Maurafound a seat before abank of controls. The seat was just a canvas frame, much repaired with
duct tape. The working area of this hab wasasmall, cramped sphere, itswalls encrusted with equipment.
A sonar beacon pinged softly, like apulse.

The sense of confinement, the fed of the weight of water above her head, was overwheming.

She leaned forward, peering into smal windows. Sunlight shafted through empty gray water. She saw
aschool of squid jetting through the water in complex patterns.

“Which oneis Sheena 57’

Dan pointed to a softscreen pasted over ascuffed hull section.

The streamlined, torpedo-shaped body was arich burnt-orange, mottled black. Winglike finsrippled
elegantly dongsdethe body.

The Space Squid, Maurathought. The only mollusk on NASA’s payroall.

“ Sepioteuthis sepioidea,” Dan said. “ The Caribbean reef squid. About aslong asyour arm. Squid, al
cephalopodsin fact, belong to the phylum Mollusca But in the squid the mollusk foot has evolved into
the funndl, here, leading into the mantle, and the arms and tentacles here. The mantle cavity containsthe
visceraand gills. Sheena can use the water passing through her mantle cavity for jet propulson—"

“How do you know that’s her?’



Dan pointed again. “ See the swelling between the eyes, around the oesophagus?’

“That's her enhanced brain?’

“A squid sneurd layout isn't like ours. Sheena has two nerve cords running likerail tracksthe length
of her body, studded with pairs of ganglia. The forward gangliapair is expanded into a mass of lobes.
We gen-enged Sheena and her grandmothersto—"

“To makeasmart squid.”

“Ms. Ddlla, squid are smart anyway. They evolved—along time ago, during the Jurassic—in
competition with the fish. They have senses based on light, scent, taste, touch, sound—including
infrasound—gravity, acceleration, perhaps even an electric sense. Sheena can control her skin patterns
conscioudy. She can make bands, bars, circles, annuli, dots. She can even animate the display.”

“And these patternsare Sgnas?’

“Not just the skin patterns. skin texture, body posture. There may be eectric or sonic components
too; we can't be sure.”

“And what do they usethismarvelous sgnding for?’

“Wearen't sure. They don’t hunt cooperatively. And they live only acouple of years, mating only
once or twice.” Dan scratched his beard. “ But we' ve been able to isolate a number of primal linguistic
components which combinein a primitive grammar. Even in unenhanced squid. But the language seemsto
be closed. It’ s about nothing but food, sex, and danger. It' slike the dance of the bee.”

“Unlike human languages”

“Y es. So we opened up Sheend s language for her. In the process we were able to prove that the
areas of the brain responsible for learning are the vertica and superior frontd lobesthat lie above the
oesophagus.”

“How did you prove that?’

Dan blinked. “By cutting away partsof squid brains.”

Maurasighed. What great PR if that got broadcast.

They studied Sheena. Two forward-looking eyes, blue-green rimmed with orange, peered briefly into
the camera

Alien eyes. Intdligent.

Do we have theright to do this, to meddle with the destiny of other sentient creatures, to further our
own goa s—when we don't even understand, as Y stebo admits, what the squid use their speech for?
What it isthey talk about?

How doesit fedl, to be Sheena?

And could Sheena possibly understand that humans are planning to have her fly arocket shipto an
agteroid?

He camefor her: thekiller male, one tentacle torn on someloose fragment of metd.

She knew thiswaswrong. And yet it wasirresstible.

She felt askin pattern flush over her body, a pied mottling, speckled with white spots. Court me.

He swam closer. She could see hisfar sde was abright uniform silver, amessage to the other males:.
Keep away. Sheismine! Asherolled, the colorstracked around his body, and she could see thetiny
muscles working the pigment sacson his hide.

And dready he was holding out his hectocotylus towards her, the modified arm bearing the clutch of
spermatophores at itstip.

Mission, Sheena. Mission. Bootstrap! Misson! NASA! Dan!

But then the animal within her rose, urgent. She opened her mantle to the male.

His hectocotylus reached for her, striking swiftly, and lodged the needle-like spermatophore among
the roots of her arms.

Then hewithdrew. Already it was over.

...And yet it was not. She could choose whether or not to embrace the spermatophore and place it
in her semind receptacle.

She knew she must not.



All around her, the squid’ s songs pulsed with life. Ancient songs that reached back to atime before
humans, before whales, before even the fish.

Her life was short: lasting one summer, two a most, ahandful of matings. But the songs of light and
dance made every squid aware she was part of a continuum that stretched back to those ancient sess;
and that her own brief, vibrant life was asinggnificant, yet asvitd, asasingle slver scdeonthe hideof a
fish.

Sheena, with her human-built mind, wasthefirgt of al cephaopodsto be able to understand this.
And yet every squid knew it, on some level that transcended the mind.

But Sheenawas no longer part of that continuum.

Even asthe male receded, she felt overwhelmed with sadness, loneliness, isolation. Resentment.

She closed her arms over the spermatophore, and drew it inside her.

“I haveto go to bat for you on the Hill Monday,” Maurasaid to Dan. “1 have to put my reputation on
thelineto savethis project. Y ou're sure, absolutely sure, thisis going to work?’

“Absolutely,” Dan said. He spoke with acalm conviction that made her want to believe him. “L ook,
the squid are adapted to a zero-gravity environment—unlike us. And Sheenacan hunt in three
dimensions, shewill be ableto navigate. If you were going to evolve a creature equipped for space
travel, it would be a cepha opod. And she' s much chegper than any robotic equivaent....”

“But,” Maurasaid heavily, “we don’t have any plansto bring her back.”

He shrugged. “ Even if we had the capability, she’ stoo short-lived. We have plansto ded with the
ethical contingencies”

“That’sbullshit.”

Dan looked uncomfortable. But he said, “\We hope the public will accept the arrival of the asteroid in
Earth orbit asamemorid to her. A just price. And Senator, every moment of her life, from the moment
she was hatched, Sheena has been oriented to the god. It swhat shelivesfor. The mission.”

Somberly Maurawatched the squid, Sheena, as she flipped and jetted in formation with her fellows.

We haveto do this, she thought. | have to force the funding through, on Monday.

If Sheena succeeded she would ddliver, in five years or so, anear-Earth asteroid rich in organics and
other volatilesto Earth orbit. Enough to bootstrap, at last, an expansion off the planet. Enough, perhaps,
to save mankind.

And, if the gloomier State Department reports about the state of the world were at dl accurate, it
might be the last chance anybody would get.

But Sheenawouldn't live to seeit.

The squid shod collgpsed to atight school and jetted away, rushing out of sight.

Sheena 5 glided at the heart of the ship, where the water that passed through her mantle, over her
gills, waswarmest, richest. The core machinery, the assemblage of devicesthat maintained life here, was
ablack mass before her, lightswinking over its surface.

Shefound it hard to rest without the shod, the mating and learning and endless dances of daylight.
Redtless, she swam away from the machinery cluster. As sherose, the water flowing through her
mantle cooled, the rich oxygen thinning. She sensed the subtle sounds of living things: the smooth rush of
figh, the bubbling murmur of the krill on which they browsed, and the hiss of the diatoms and dgae which
fed them. In Sheena s spacecraft, matter and energy flowed in great loops, sustained by sunlight,

regulated by its centrd machinery asif by abesating heart.

She reached the wall of the ship. It was tranducent. If she pushed at it, it pushed back. Grass algae
grew on thewall, their long filaments dangling and wafting in the currents.

Beyond the membrane shone amilky, blurred sun—uwith, near it, asmaler crescent. That, she knew,
was the Earth, al its great oceans reduced to adroplet. This craft was scooting around the sun after
Earth like afish swvimming after its schoal.

Shelet thelazy, whaldikerall of the ship carry her away from the glare of the sun, and she peered
into the darkness, where she could see the stars.



She had been trained to recognize many of the stars. She used this knowledge to determine her
position in space far more accurately than even Dan could have, from far-off Earth.

But to Sheenathe stars were more than navigation beacons. Sheena' s eyes had a hundred timesthe
number of receptors of human eyes, and she could see ahundred times as many stars.

To Sheenathe Universe was crowded with stars, vibrant and alive. The Galaxy was areef of stars
beckoning her to comejet dongitslength.

But there was only Sheenahereto seeit. Her sense of loss grew inexorably.

So, svimming in garlight, Sheena cradled her unhatched young, impatiently jetting clouds of ink inthe
rough shape of amaewith bright, mindless eyes.

MauraDdlawasinvolved in dl this because—in the year 2030, asthe planet’ s resources
dwindled—Earth had become a bear pit.

Take water, for instance.

Humanity was using more than al the fresh water that fell on the planet. Unbelievable. So, al over
Asaand e sawhere, water wars were flaring up, and at least one nuke had been |obbed, between India
and Pakistan.

America s primary internationa problem was the smal, many sded war that wasflaring in Antarctica,
now that the last continent had been “opened up” to afeeding frenzy of resource-hungry nations—a
conflict that constantly threatened to spill out to wider arenas.

And so on.

In Maura sview, al humanity’ s significant problems came from the world’ s closure, the lack of a
frontier.

Maura Ddlahad grown up believing in the importance of the frontier. Frontiers were the forcing
ground for democracy and inventiveness. In aclosed world, science was strangled by patent laws and
other protective measures, and technological innovation was restricted to decadent entertainment systems
and the machinery of war. It wasaviciouscircle, of course; only smartness could get humanity out of this
trap of closure, but smartness was the very thing that had no opportunity to grow.

America, specificaly, was going to hdll in ahandbasket. Long dwarfed economicaly by China, now
threatened militarily, America had retreated, become risk-averse. The rich cowered insde vast armored
enclaves, the poor lost themsdvesin VR fantasy worlds, American soldiersflew over the Antarctic bettle
zonesin armored copters, while the Chinese swarmed over the icebound land they had taken.

And, such were the hangovers from America s dominant days, the US remained the most hated
nation on Earth.

Theirony was, there were dl the resources you could wish for, floating around in the sky: the
asteroids, the moons of Jupiter and Saturn, free power from the sun. People had known about thisfor
decades. But after seventy years of spaceflight nobody had come up with away to get into Earth orbit
that was cheap and reliable enough to make those sky mines an economic proposition.

But now thisNASA back-room wacko, Dan Y stebo from JPI, had come up with away to break
through the bottleneck, a Space Squid that could divert one of those flying mountains.

Mauradidn’t care what his own motives were; she only cared how she could use his proposasto
achieve her own gods.

So when Dan invited her to JPL for the rendezvous, she accepted immediately.

Mauralooked around Dan Y stebo’ s JPL cubicle with distaste, at the old coffee cups and fast-food
wrappers amid the technical manuals and rolled-up softscreens. Dan seemed vaguely embarrassed,
sdf-conscious, hefolded hisarms over hischest.

One softscreen, draped across a partition, showed a blue-green, rippling spacecraft approaching an
agteroid. The asteroid was misshapen and almost black, the craters and cracks of its dusty surface
picked out by unvarying sunlight.

“Tell mewhat I’'m getting for my money here, Dan.”

Hewaved his plump hand. “ Near-Earth asteroid 2018\, cdled Reinmuth. A ball of rock and ice
haf amileacross. It saC type.” Dan was excited, hisvoice clipped and wavering, athin sweat on his



brow as hetried to expresshimsdf. “Maura, it' s just aswe hoped. A billion tons of water, slicates,
metas, and complex organics—aminos, nitrogen bases. Even Marsisn't asrich asthis, pound for
pound...”

Dan Y stebo was out of histime, Maurathought. He would surely have preferred to work herein the
1960s and ’ 70s, when science was king, and the great probes were being planned, at outrageous
expense: Viking, Voyager, Galileo. But that wasn't possible now.

JPL, initiated as amilitary research lab, had been taken back by the Army in 2016.

It hadn’t been possible to kill off JPL’sNASA heritage immediately, not while the old Voyagers ill
bleeped away forlornly on the rim of the Solar System, sending back data about the sun’s heliopause and
other such usdess myseries.

And Dan Y stebo was making the bet of it, in thismilitary ingtalation, with his Nazi-doctored Space
Squid. Hewould probably, Mauraredized, have gen-enged her and stuck her in abox if it got him a
mission to run.

She sad, “Before somebody asks me, tell me again why we haveto bring thisthing to Earth orbit.”

“Reinmuth’ s orbit is close to Earth’s. But that meansit does’t line up for low-energy missonsvery
often; the orbits are like two clocks running dightly adrift of each other.

The NEOswere never as easy to reach asthe space junkie types like to believe. We d have to wait
all of forty years before we could repeat Sheena strgectory.”

“Or bring Sheenahome.”

“...Yes. But that’ sirrdlevant anyhow.”

Irrelevant. He doesn't understand, she thought. This had been the hardest point of the whole damn
mission to sdll, to the House and the public. If we are seen to have killed her for no purpose, we' re dl
finished.

...And now the moment of rendezvous was here.

Thefirefly spark tracked across the blackened surface. The gentle impact came unspectacularly, with
adlent turning of digitsfrom negativeto pogtive.

Therewas asmdl splash of gray dust.

And then she could seeit, agreen fragment of Earth embedded in the hide of the asteroid.

Beneath the trand ucent floor Sheena could see agrainy, gray-black ground. Dan told her it wasa
substance older than the oceans of Earth. And, through the curving walls of the ship, shewas ableto see
thisworld'sjagged horizon, bardly tens of yards away.

Her world. She pulsed with pride, her chromatophores prickling.

And she knew, at last, she was readly.

Sheenalaid her eggs.

They were cased in jely sacs, hundreds of them in each tube. There was no spawning ground here,
of course. So she draped the egg sacs over the knot of machinery at the heart of her miniature ocean,
which had now anchored itsdlf to the surface of Reinmuth.

Fish cameto nose at the eggs. She watched until she was sure that the fish were repelled by thejdly
that coated the eggs, which wasits purpose.

All thiswas out of sght of Dan’s cameras. She did not tell him what she had done. She could not
leave her water habitat; yet she was able to explore.

Small firefly robots set off from the habitat, picking their way carefully over the surface of the
agteroid. Each robot was laden with miniature instruments, as exquisite as cord, al beyond her
understanding.

But the fireflies were under her control. She used the waldo, the glovelike device into which she
could dip her long arms and so control the delicate motions of each firefly.

...Soon the babies were being hatched: popping out of their dissolving eggs one by one, wriggling
away, dert, active, questioning. With gentle jets of water, she coaxed them towards sea grass.

Meanwhile, she had work to do.

Sheena sent thefirefliesto converge at one pole of hReinmut. There, patiently, piece by piece, she



had them assemble asmall chemica factory, pipes and tanks and pumps, and asingle flaring nozzle which
pointed to the sky. Precious solar panels, spread over the dusty ground, provided power.

The factory began itswork. Borers drew up surface regolith and the rock and ice which lay deeper
within. Chemical separation processes filtered out methane ice and stored it, while other processes took
water, ice, melted it and passed it through electrical cellsto separateit into its components, oxygen and
hydrogen.

This whole process seemed remarkable to Sheena. To take rock and ice, and to transformi it into
other substances! But Dan told her that thiswas old, robust technology, practiced by NASA and other
humansfor many timeseven hislong lifetime.

Mining asteroids was easy. Y ou just had to get thereand doit.

Meanwhile the young were growing explosively quickly, converting haf of dl thefood they ate to
body mass. She watched the maesfighting: | am large and fierce. Look at my wegpons. Look at me!

Most of the young were dumb. Four were smart.

Shewas growing old now, and tired easily. Neverthel ess she taught the smart ones how to hunt. She
taught them about the reef, the many creaturesthat lived and died there. And she taught them language,
the abstract signs Dan had given her. Soon their mantles rippled with questions. Who? Why? Where?
What? How?

She did not dways have answers. But she showed them the machinery that kept them dive, and
taught them about the stars and sun, and the nature of the world and universe, and about humans.

At last the structure at the pole was ready for itstest.

Under Sheena’ s control, smple valves clicked open. Gaseous methane and oxygen rushed together
and burned in a stout chamber. Through robot eyes Sheena could see combustion products emerge, ice
crystasthat caught the sunlight, receding in perfectly straight lines. It was afire fountain, quite beautiful.

And Sheena could fed the soft thrust of the rocket, the huge waves that pulsed dowly through the
hab' swater.

The methane rocket, fixed at the axis of the agteroid' s spin, would push Reinmuth gradually out of its
orbit and send it to intercept Earth.

Dan told her there was much celebration, within NASA. He did not say so, but Sheena understood
that thiswas mainly because she had finished her task before dying.

Now, shewas no longer needed. Not by the humans, anyway.

The young ones seemed to understand, very quickly, that Sheenaand dl her young would soon
exhaust the resources of this one habitat. Already there had been anumber of problemswith the tightly
closed environment loops. unpredictable crashes and bloomsin the phytoplankton population.

The young were very smart. Soon they were able to think in ways that were beyond Sheena hersdif.

For instance, they said, perhaps they should not smply repair thisfabric shell, but extend it. Perhaps,
sad the young, they should even make new domes and fill them with water.

Sheeng, trained only to complete her primary mission, found this a very strange thought.

But there weren't enough fish, never enough krill. The waters were stale and crowded.

Thiswas clearly unacceptable.

So the smart young hunted down their dumb siblings, one by one, and consumed their passive
bodies, until only these four, and Sheena, were | ft.

When the storm broke, Dan Y stebo was in his cubicle in the sciencerooms at JPL, in the middle of
an online conference on results from Reinmuth.

Maura Ddllastood over him, glaring.

He touched the softscreen to close down the link. “ Senator—"

“Y ou asshole, Y stebo. How long have you known?’

He sighed. “Not long. A couple of weeks.”

“Did you know she was pregnant before the launch?’

“No. | swear it. If I’d known I’ d have scrubbed the mission.”

“Don’'t you get it,Y stebo? We' d got to the point where the bleeding-heart public would have



accepted Sheend s death. But this has changed everything...”

I’ sover, hethought, listening to her anger and frustration.

Shevighbly tried to calm down. “The thing is, Dan, we can't have that asteroid showing up in orbit
with a cargo of sentient squid corpses. People would think it was monstrous.” She blinked. “Infact, so
would 1.

He closed hiseyes. “| don't supposeit’ s any use pointing out how stupid it isto stop now. We spent
the money dready. We have the ingtalation on Reinmuth. 1’ sworking; al we haveto do iswait for
rendezvous. We achieved the goal, the bootstrap.”

“It doesn’'t matter,” she said gently, regretfully. “People are—not rationa, Dan.”

“And thefuture, the greater god—"

“We're till engaged in arace between opportunity and catastrophe. We haveto sart again. Find
some other way.”

“Thiswasthe only chance. We just lost therace.”

“I pray not,” she said heavily. “Look—do it with decency. Let Sheenadie in comfort. Then turn off
the rockets.”

“And the babies?’

“We can’'t save those either way, can we?’ she said coally. “I just hope they forgive us.”

“I doubt that,” Dan said.

The water which trickled through her mantle was cloudy and stank of decay. She drifted, aching arms
limp, dreaming of amaewith bright, mindlesseyes.

But the young wouldn't let her alone.

Danger near. You diewe die. They were flashing the fast, subtle sgnals employed by ashod sentind,
warning of the approach of apredator.

There was no predator here, of course, save degth itsdlf.

Shetried to explainit to them. Y es, they would al die— but in agreat cause, so that Earth, NASA,
the ocean, could live. It was amagnificent vison, worthy of the sacrifice of their lives.

Wasn'tit?

But they knew nothing of Dan, of NASA, of Earth.

No. You diewedie.

They werelike her. But in some ways they were more like their father. Bright. Primal.

Dan Y stebo cleared his desk, ready to go work for a geneng biorecovery company in equatorial
Africa. All he was hanging around JPL for was to watch Sheenadie, and the biosignsin the telemetry
indicated that wouldn’t be so long now.

Then the Deep Space Network radio tel escopes would be turned away from the asteroid for the last
time, and whatever followed would unfold in the dark and cold, unheard, and to hell withit.

...Herewasanew imagein his softscreen. A squid, flashing sgnsat him: Look a me. Dan. Look at
me. Dan. Dan. Dan.

He couldn’t believeit. “ Sheena?’

He had to wait the long seconds while his single word, trandated to flashing signs, was transmitted
across space.

Sheena6.

“...0h.” One of theyoung.

Dying. Water. Water dying. Fish. Squid. Danger near. Why.

She' staking about the habitat biosphere, he redlized. She wants meto tell her how to repair the
biosphere. “ That’ s not possible.”

Not. Thoseimmense black eyes. Not. Not. Not. The squid flashed through ablizzard of body
patterns, bars and stripes pulsing over her hide, her head dipping, her amsraised. | am large and fierce. |
am parrotfish, seagrass, rock, cord, sand. | am no squid, no squid, no squid.

He had given Sheena 5 no sgn for “liar,” but this squid, acrass millions of miles, bombarding him with



lies, was doing its best.

But hewastdling thetruth.

Wasn't he? How the hell could you extend the fixed-duration closed-loop life support system in that
ball of water to support more squid, to last much longer, even indefinitely?

...But it needn’t stay closed-loop, he redlized. The Bootstrap hab was sitting on an asteroid full of
raw materids. That had been the point of the missonin thefirst place.

Hisbrain started to tick at the challenge.

It would be ahdll of an effort, though. And for what? His NASA pay was going to run out any day,
and the soldier boys who had taken back JPL, and wanted to run nothing out of here but low-Earth-orbit
milsat missions, would kick his sorry ass out of here sooner than that.

Totdl the truth he waslooking forward to moving to Africa. HE d livein comfort, in the Brazzaville
dome, far from the arenas of the global conflict likely to come; and the work there would be dl for the
good, asfar as he was concerned. None of the ethical ambiguities of Bootstrap.

So why areyou hesitating, Y stebo? Are you growing a conscience, at last?

“I'll hepyou,” he said. “What can they do, fire me?’

That wasn't trand ated.

The squid turned away from the camera.

Dan started to place cdlls.

Sheena 6 was the smartest of the young.

It was no privilege. There was much work.

She learned to use the glovelike systems that made the firefly robots clamber over the asteroid
ground. The mining equipment was adapted to seek out essentialsfor the phytoplankton, nitrates and
phosphates.

Evenin the hab itsdlf there was much to do. Dan showed her how to keep the water pure, by
pumping it through charcod filters. But the charcod had to be replaced by asteroid materid, burned in
sun fire. And so on.

With time, the hab was stabilized. Aslong asthe machines survived, so would the hab's cargo of life.

But it wastoo smdll. It had been built to sustain one squid.

So thefirefly robots took apart the rocket plant at the pole and began to assemble new engines, new
flows of materia, sheets of asteroid-materid pladtic.

Soon there were four habs, linked by tunnels, one for each of Sheena syoung, the smart survivors.
Thekrill and diatoms bred happily. The greater volume required more power, so Sheena extended the
sorawling solar cell arrays.

The new habs looked like living things themsealves, spawning and breeding.

But aready another cephal opod generation was coming: sacs of eggs clung to asteroid rock, in dl the
habs.

It wouldn’t stop, Sheena 6 saw, more generations of young and more habs, until the asteroid wasfull,
used up. What then? Would they turn on each other at last?

But Sheena 6 was already aging. Such questions could wait for another generation.

Inthe midst of thisactivity, Sheena 5 grew weaker. Her young gathered around her.

Look a me, she said. Court me. Love me.

L ast confused words, picked out in blurred signs on amottled carapace, tiff attempts at posture by
muscles leached of strength.

Sheena 6 hovered close to her mother. What had those darkening eyes seen? Wasiit redlly true that
Sheena 5 had been hatched in an ocean without limits, an ocean where hundreds—thousands,
millions—of squid hunted and fought, bred and died?

Sheena 5 drifted, purposeless, and the soft gravity of Reinmuth started to drag her down for the last
time

Sheena syoung fdl on her, their besks tearing into her cooling, sour flesh.



Dan Y stebo met Maura Dellaonce more, five yearslater.

He met her a the entrance to the Houston ecodome, on asweltering August day. Dan’ sproject in
Africahad collapsed when ecoterrorists bombed the Brazzaville dome—two Americans were
killed—and he' d come back to Houston, his birthplace.

Hetook her to his home, on the south side of downtown. It was a modern house, an armored box
with fully-equipped closed life-support.

He gave her a beer.

When shetook off her resp mask he was shocked; she was wasted, and her face was pitted like the
surface of the Moon.

He sad, “ An eco-wegpon? Another WA SP plague from the Chinese?’

“No.” Sheforced ahideous smile. “Not thewar, asit happens. Just a closed-ecology crash, aprion
plague.” She drank her beer, and produced some hardcopy photographs. “ Have you seen this?’

He squinted. A blurred green sphere. A NASA reference on the back showed these were Hubble 1
images. “|I didn’t know Hubble I was still operating.”

“It doesn’t do science. We use it to watch the Chinese Moon base. But some smart guy in the State
Department thought we should keep an eye on—that.”

She passed him apack of printouts. These proved to be results from spectrography and other
remote sensors. If he was to believe what he saw, hewaslooking at abal of water, floating in space,
within which chlorophyl| reactions were proceeding.

“My God,” he said. “They survived. How the hdl?’

“Y ou showed them,” she said heavily.

“But | didn’t expect this. It looks asif they transformed the whole damn asteroid.”

“That’ snot al. We have evidence they’ ve travelled to some of the other rocks out there. Methane
rockets, maybe.”

“I guessthey forgot about us.”

“I doubt it. Look at this”

It was aDoppler analysis of Reinmuth, the primary asteroid. It was moving. Fuzzily, hetried to
interpret the numbers. “1 can't do orbital mechanicsin my head. Where isthisthing headed?’

“Takeaguess”

Therewasaslence.

Hesaid, “Why are you here?’

“WEe re going to send them amessage. WEe |l use English, Chinese, and the sign system you devised
with Sheena. We want your permission to put your nameon it.”

“Do | get to approve the contents?’

“No.”

“What will you say?’

“WE |l be asking for forgiveness. For the way we treated Sheena.”

“Do you think that will work?’

“No,” shesaid. “They’'re predators, like us. Only smarter. What would we do?’

“But we havetoftry.”

She began to collect up her materid. “Yes” shesad. “Wehaveto try.”

Asthe water world approached, swimming out of the dark, Sheena 46 prowled through the heart of
transformed Reinmuth.

On every hierarchica level mindshoa s formed, merged, fragmented, combining restlesdy, shimmers
of group consciousness that pulsed through the million-strong cepha opod community, as sunlight
glimmers on water. But the great shoals had abandoned their songdreams of Earth, of the deep past, and
sang ingtead of the huge, deep future which lay ahead.

Sheena 46 was practical.

There was much to do, the demands of expansion endless. more, colony packetsto send to theice
balls around the outer planets, for instance, more studies of the greater ice worlds that seemed to orbit far



from the central hest.

Nevertheess, she wasintrigued. Wasit possble thiswas Earth, of legend? The home of Dan, of
NASA?

If it were S0, it seemed to Sheenathat it must be terribly confining to be a human, to be trapped in the
skinny layer of ar that clung to the Earth.

But where the squid came from scarcely mattered. Where they were going was the thing.

Reinmuth entered orbit around the water world.

The great hierarchies of mind collgpsed as the cephal opods gave themselves over to ajoyousriot of
celebration, of talk and love and war and hunting: Court me. Court me. See my wegpons! | am strong
and fierce. Stay away! Stay away! Sheismine! ...

Things had goneto hdl with startling, dismaying speed. People died, al over the planet, in conflicts
and resource crashes nobody even kept track of any more—even before the first mgor nuclear
exchanges.

But at least Dan got to see near-Earth object Reinmuth enter Earth orbit.

It was asif hisold Project Bootstrap goals had at last been fulfilled. But he knew that the great
artifact up there, like ashimmering green, tranducent Moon, had nothing to do with him.

Atfirg it was a peaceful presence, up therein the orange, smoggy sky. Even beautiful. Itshide
flickered with squid Signs, visible from the ground, some of which Dan even recognized, dimly.

He knew what they were doing. They were cdling to their cousins who might till inhabit the oceans
below.

Dan knew they would fail. There were dmost certainly no squid left in Earth’ s oceans: they had been
wiped out for food, or starved or poisoned by the various plankton crashes, the red tides.

The old nations that had made up the USA briefly put aside their economic and ethnic and religious
and nationalistic squabbles, and tried to respond to this threat from space. They tried to talk to it again.
And then they opened one of the old sllos and shot a nuke-tipped missileat it, by God.

But the nuke passed straight through the watery sphere, without leaving ascratch.

It scarcely mattered anyway. He had sources which told him the signature of the squid had been seen
throughout the asteroid belt, and on the ice moons, Europa and Ganymede and Triton, and even inthe
Oort Cloud, the comets at the rim of the system.

Their spread was exponentid, explosive.

It wasironic, he thought. We sent the squid out there to bootstrap usinto an expansion into space.
Now it looks asif they'redoing it for themselves.

But they always were better adapted for space than we were. Asif they had evolved that way. Asif
they werewaiting for usto come dong, to lift them off the planet, to give them their break.

Asif that was our only purpose.

Dan wondered if they remembered his name.

Thefirst trand ucent ships began to descend, returning to Earth’s empty oceans.
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Uncle Rob'’ s voice was breaking up, either from emotion or abad transmission or acombination of both.
| tapped the enhancer key and he came through allittle better.

“It'syour Aunt Louise. She' sworse.”

“She'sdready dying,” | said without thinking, and just barely stopped mysdlf before blurting out, so
how could she be any worse? Even over the phone, at that distance, | knew | had caused my uncle pain.
“I'm sorry, 1I—'

How hideoudy sdifish we can be at such moments. But the moment passed. Rob was beyond grief, |
think, into some sort of acceptance of the fact that his L ouise was doing to die soon of one of those new
and untreatable cancer-like diseases that were going around.

Then hetold me.

“ She'stalking to the Fire Eggs, Glenn.”

“Jesus—" to use adightly obsolete expression. Of course lots of people had talked to the luminous,
two-and-a-haf metre high ovoids since they first gppeared dl over the world in the course of half an hour
on January 23rd, 2004, anchoring themsalvesin the air precisaly 1.3 metres above the ground. Sure, lots
of people claimed the Eggs answered back by some means which evaded al recording devices but was
an article of faith among believers. More than one religion had started that way. There were dozens of
bestsdlling books from the revelations. Countless millions had merdly surrendered to the inexplicable and
were comforted.

But not Louise. She and Rob were both too supremely rationa for that, even Louise, who liked to
tweak his pride by pretending to believe in astrology or psychic hedling. It was just agame with her. Or
had been.

Uncle Rob had once told me that he regarded true menta decay, meaning organic senility, asthe
worst of al possiblefates. “If | get like that, shoot me,” he said, and he was't joking.

And now Louise wastaking to the Fire Eggs.

She' d once compared them to lavalamps, from the way they glow in the night, the darker colours
risng and swirling and flowing within the dmost trand ucent skin to no discernible purpose. Shewasold
enough to remember lavalamps. She explained to me what they were and what they were for, which
was, in essence, nothing. Purely aesthetic objects.

But | am ahead of mysdlf. Thefirst theory to explain the presence of Fire Eggs wasthat they were
bombs, theinitid barrage in an invasion from space.

| am old enough to remember that. | wasamost six in 2004, the night of the Arrival, when the things
popped into existence with muted thunderclaps (though some reported a crackling sound). There was
panic then, the roadway's clogged with carloads of people trying to flee somewhere where there weren't
any Fire Eggs, al devolving into one huge, continent-wide traffic jam when it became clear that there was
no such place.

My own family never got that far. My father bundled us al into the car, backed out of the garage with
aroar, and then made the discovery shared by so many othersthat first night, that a Fire Egg could not
be removed from where it had situated itsdlf by any human agency. We crashed into the one which



blocked our driveway. | remember the trunk of the car flying open, my mother screaming, my father
screaming back.

Later, | saw that the rear of the car was crumpled like a soda can.

That night, weall sat up bleary-eyed in front of thetelevision, dowly concluding that theworld's
governments and scientists were just as helpless aswe were.

We also learned that it had been worse e sewhere. Innumerable traffic accidents. In the London
underground, atrain hit one of the thingsin the tunnel just north of Charing Cross. Thefirst car
disintegrated, the second accordioned, and almost ahundred people werekilled.

Another one, on arunway in South Africa, had destroyed an airliner, which “fortunately” was empty
at thetime, but for the crew, who died.

My father made anoise of disgust and shut off the TV.

| remember that we prayed together that night, something we didn’t often do. | think my parents, like
alot of peoplejust then, were waiting for, expecting imminent degth.

But nothing happened. Days, weeks, months passed. Life settled down, nervoudly. If the Fire Eggs
are bombs, they’ re ftill ticking away, slently, 35 years|later.

So | dropped down from orhbit, invoking the compass onate leave clause in my contract in ways|
never would have gotten away with if | were not tenured, and as | drove from the airport | did something
very few members of my generation have ever bothered to do and certainly none of my students would
ever havetried.

| counted the Fire Eggs, the ones hovering above lawns, othersin abandoned stretches of roadway
off tomy right or left. Therewas alarger accumulation near the city limits, which might have made some
sort of sense, but then they were so thick in an empty field that they reminded me of aherd of sheep
mindlesdy grazing on the gently doping hillsde.

But I couldn’t count them any more than anybody redlly knew how many had been served by that
fast-food restaurant, the one with the Golden Eggs, but of course those were man-made imitations, since,
aswas gpparent from innumerabl e tests, not to mention attempts to adorn them with graffiti or redecorate
them as conceptua art, nothing of terrestria origin would adhere to aFire Egg. Indeed, you redly
couldn’t touch them. There was some kind of dectrica barrier which made the surface totaly frictionless.

| gave up counting somewhere in the low thousands. Ofcourse there were no such easy answers,
though numerol ogists and even serious mathematicians had done their best.

The next theory was that Fire Eggs were alien probes. All the religions were based on that one, The
Church of Somebody Watching. Thiswas not wholly without merit, or even benefit. There had been no
wars since the Fire Eggs arrived. Maybe they’ d put mankind on good behaviour.

Uncle Rob’ s house looked pretty much asit dways had, the towering tulip-poplars dong the
driveway now lesfless and waiting for winter, the house' s split-level “ranch” design aleftover from the
previous century, even adecorative “mailbox” out front, for al nobody had actudly received mail that
way in years, and of course the Fire Eggs on the front lawn, arranged by random chance into a neat
semi-circle. We' d named them once, years after they’ d arrived, when few people were afraid of them
any more and Fire Eggs had become just part of the landscape and Uncle Rob’ s last book, What To
Name Y our Fire Egg, had enjoyed a modest success. We called ours Eenie, Meenie, Moe, and Shemp.

They glowed asthey dways did in the evening twilight, completely unchanged. Theoneonthefar
right was Shemp.

And there was Uncle Rob in the driveway, who was very much changed, not merdly showing his
years, but worn out, defeated. Here was a man who had been aworld-famous celebrity before his
retirement, the ebullient apostle of rationality to the world, his generation’ s successor to Carl Sagan, and
he had four utterly defiant enigmas practically on his doorstep and L ouise was dying and she' d started
taking to them.

“I’'mglad you could come,” was dl he said. Heinssted on taking my bag, aleftover courtesy from a
timelong ago, when there were no Fire Eggs.



My students could never remember such atime. Many couldn’t evenimagineit. A landscape without
Fire Eggswaan't red to them. Art gallery attendance dropped off, first from disinterest, then from
security problems as every now and then someonetried to “improve’ various famous canvases by
painting Fire Eggs onto them. It was acompulsion for awhilein the 2020s, akind of mania, which
spawned severd cults of itsown.

Then camethe fads, the t-shirts with the Mona Lisa Fire Egg, Starry Night with Fire Eggs hovering
somewhat unredisticaly up in the sky, The Last Supper with aFire Egg on either sde of Chrigt.

I’ve even seen aredigitaized version of Casablanca, ill in black and white to satisfy the purists, but
with the occasiond Fire Egg added to the background in some of the scenes.

| did my graduate thesis on the retro-impact of Fire Eggs on the arts. Y ou know, Hamlet addressing
hisfamous soliloquy to an Egg.

Uncle Raob, Aunt Louise, and | had a very uncomfortable dinner together. It was ashock that she
came downgtairsto seemeat al. | had envisioned her bedridden, with tubes and drips, surrounded by
monitors. | knew they’ d sent her hometo die, so | was shocked, not just mildly surprised, when she
descended the stairsin her bathrobe and dippers. She flashed me her patented mischievous smileand a
wink, and sashayed down, swinging her hips and bathrobe belt in time like a showgirl.

Then she stumbled and | could see the pain on her face. Uncle Rob and | caught her by either am
and cased her into achair.

“Takeit easy,” hewhispered. “ Just take it easy. Glennishere. You'll bedl right.”

“I can seefor mysdlf that he' shere and you don't redlly believe | will bedl right. Stop lying.”

“Louise, please—"

Shewas dtill ableto et alittle, or at least go through the motions for my benefit. We three went
through the motions of anice friendly med, doting uncle and aunt and favourite nephew, the Fire Eggson
the lawn glowing through the curtains of the front picture window like Chrigmas lights glimpsed through
Sow.

“How was your conference, Glenn?’ Louise said.

“I, ah... hadto leave early. | missed mogt of it.”

“Oh”

“Andwhat's... with you?’

One of the other things | investigated in the course of becoming one of the leading academic experts
on Fire Eggswas what | |abelled the Nuke Rumour. During the period in which the world’ s governments
had assigned their top scientists the task of Finding Out What Those Things Are At All Codts, after the
attempts to probe, scan, drill through, transmit into, or otherwise penetrate the Eggs had failed, so the
story goes, somebody somewhere—awaysin anasty, remote place where They Have No Respect For
Human Life— set off anuclear device under aFire Egg. It made ahuge crater, destroyed much of the
countryside, killed thousands directly and thousands more from the subsequent radiation, but the Egg was
utterly unperturbed. Theworld held its breath, waiting for retdiation.

And nothing happened.

Asl first heard the story, it happened in China, but a colleague at Beijing University | knew on the
Worldnet assured meno, it wasin India In Indiathey said it was in the Pan-Arabic Union and the Arabs
sad it wasthe Russians and the Russians said the French; and | was ableto follow the story al the way
back to Wyoming, where people were sure the blast had wiped out some luckless desert town and the
CIA had covered the whole thing up.

“| think the aliens are trying to exterminate us with boredom,” some late-night comedian quipped. “I
mean, who the hell cares any more?’

“I've been having dreams,” Louise said.
“Please—" Rob whispered.



She reached over and patted his hand. “Now you hush. Thisiswhat you caled the boy al the way
down from his conference to listen to, so he might aswell hear it. Y ou can’t fool me, Robert. Y ou never
could.”

“Jud...dreams?’ | said.

“Y ou know the kind where you know you' re dreaming, and you say to yoursdlf, thisisn't right, but
you go on dreaming anyway? It waslikethat. | fell adeep in front of the TV and woke up insde my
dream, and it was The Smothers Brothers on the screen, and | was agirl again. Then somebody turned it
off and the room filled up with my friends from school—and | knew alot of them had to be dead by
now, so they couldn’t be here—but they were al young too, and dressed in bell-bottoms and beads, and
barefoot with their toenails painted, the whole works. Y ou know, like hippies, which iswhat we
pretended to be. Somebody put on a Jefferson Airplane record and it was going on about sister lovers
and how intimethere d be others. And there were Fire Eggs with us, therein my own living room—here,
in this house, not where my parentslived when | was agirl—one Egg for each of us, and they seemed to
radiate warmth and love. Fred Hemmings, Fat Freddie we called him, tried to get his Egg to take atoke
of pot, and it seemed so funny that | was il laughing when | woke up, and you know, there were ashes
ontherug!”

Aunt Louise laughed softly, and for awhile seemed lost in aworld of her own, and Rob and |
exchanged wordless glanceswhich said, | don’t get it and Y ou wouldn't want to, believe me.

“It wasjust adream, Aunt Louise. I'm glad it made you happy.”

“I didn’'t useto have dreamslike that.”

“Maybe non—"

“Y es, maybe now it'stime. | can hear my dreams now.”

“Hear them?’

She sat for atime, obliviousto us both, and she seemed to be listening to her dreams from long ago,
which had Fire Eggsin them.

Asadways, nothing happened. The four Fire Eggs glowed softly on the lawvn and the world was ill.

Uncle Rob took me aside into the kitchen.

“If thisweren't so awful, | supposeyou d find it academicaly interesting.”

“Isthere anything | can actualy do? Why exactly did you ask meto come here?’

“She' sgoing away, Glenn.”

“Don’'t mince words. She' sdying. Y ou know that. | know that. She knowsthat. It is not news. If
thereisanything | can do to provide comfort, Uncle Rob, or otherwise help you cope, please tell me.
Right now | fed about as usdless as an ornamenta mailbox.”

“Or aFire Egg, doing nothing.”

“Maybe they’ re supposed to do nothing. For 35 years, they’ ve just sat there. We' ve waited for them
to speak, to open up, to explode, to vanish and leave gifts behind, to hatch, for Christ’ s sake. But they
will not hatch, which may be thewhole point.”

“ Always you change the subject, Glenn. | supposeit ishelpful to have aquesting mind, but you are
changing the subject.”

“Not entirely. Please. Hear me out. Maybe they’ re like the plastic sunken ships and mermaids and
stuff we put into the fishbowl. They’ re decorations, and make little sense to the goldfish. Most of the
goldfish, after awhile, just keegp on swimming, but maybe afew, the sensitive ones, respond in some
way. That' swhat the objects are for. That' swhy they’re passive. They’ re waiting for just the right people
to respond.”

Uncle Rob began to cry. He held onto my shoulder. | was afraid he was going to fal over. | just
stood there, wondering exactly what I’ d said wrong, but he explained soon enough. “Y ou’ re talking crap,
Glenn. Y ou know it. Y ou' re an educated man. Before | retired, | was the world' stop science guru.

We re goddamn experts, both of us. Our job isto know. When we' re up against something we can't
know, it just tears us down. We' ve both been sceptics. We' ve both published articles debunking al the
crazy stories and rumours about the Fire Eggs. Y ou were the one who pointed out that the stories of



people being taken inside were just a continuation of the UFO mythology of the last century. We kept
ourselves clean of mysticism. Wewererationd. Now this. Louise wants meto believe that as she
approaches the threshold of death she can hear things from the beyond, and the beyond isinside those
Fire Eggs, asif whoever sent them isbuilding a gateway to Heaven—"

“I thought it was astairway.”

“What?’

“Oneof her old songs.”

“Can't we at least retain alittle dignity? That’ swhat you' re herefor, Glenn. | want you to help her
retain alittledignity.”

The presence of Fire Eggs actudly stimulated the moribund space programs of the world, a bit
cautioudy at fird, asif everybody were afraid that They would swoop down and crush usif we started
pressing out into the universe. Thiswas caled the Tripwire Theory, the Fire Eggs as darm device, ready
to start screaming if the goldfish tried to climb out of the bowl. But, as dways, nothing happened. The
Eggsremained inert. No pattern was ever detected in their subtle, shifting interior light. There was no
interference asrobots, then live astronauts, then acombination of the two proved definitively that there
were no Fire Eggs on the Moon or on Mercury, or Venus, or Mars, or on the rocky or ice satellites of
the gas planets. The resultsfrom Pluto, | understand, are till being evauated, but meanwhilethe first
interstellar probes have been launched, and some people began to ook out into the universe again for an
answer, rather into their own navels. They began to regard the Fire Egg problem as one which could be
solved.

The optimists said that was the whole purpose of the Fire Eggs being herein thefirst place.

| looked back into the dining room.

“She'sgone”

“Ancther damn thing after another | haveto put up with,” said Uncle Rob, opening a closet, getting
out a coat, handing me mine. “ She wanders sometimes. But she never goesvery far.”

| put on my coat. “In her condition? Should she be out at al?’

“No. But her mind issick too, not just her body.” | didn't ask any more. There was no sense making
him review the endlessfutilities, the grinding, subtle agonies he' d gone through as each and every medical
option had been exhausted. She couldn’t be put in an indtitution. There was no money for that. All his
was gone. The various plans had long since run out of coverage. Besides, the legdistic wisdom wernt,
what actua harm wasthere in an old lady wandering around the neighbourhood talking to the Fire Eggs?
Which isabureaucratic euphemism for nobody gives ashit.

“Comeon,” | said, nudging Uncle Rob toward the door. “I’ [l help you find her.”

If they’ d appeared precisely in the year 2000, things would have been redlly crazy, but in any case
the Fire Eggs rekindled millennidist fears. Clergymen denounced them astools or emissaries of Satan and
searched the scriptures, particularly Revelations, to come up with avariety of imaginative answers. There
had been atime when Uncle Rob and | had enjoyed deflating this sort of thing. “The Beast of the
Apocalypse does not lay eggs,” | had concluded an article, and Rob had used that line on his TV show
and gotten alot of applause.

But the Spiritualists took over anyway. Fire Eggs were Chariots of the Dead, they told us, cometo
carry usinto the next life. They wereaso dive, like angels. They knew our innermost secrets. They could
speak to usthrough mediums, or in dreams.

Rob and | found Louise on the front lawn, sitting cross-legged on theicy ground in her bathrobe,
gazing up a the Fire Eggs. It was dmost winter. The night air was clear, sharp.

“Comeon.” She patted the ground beside her. “ There' s plenty of room.”

“Louise, please go back insde,” Rob said.

“Tush! No, you sit. You haveto seethis”



“Let meat least get you acoat.”

“No, you st.”

Rob and | sat.

“Just look at them for awhile,” she said, meaning the Fire Eggs. “| think that it’ simportant there's
onefor each of us”

“But there arefour, Aunt Louise”

She amiled and laughed and punched melightly on the shoulder and said, “Well isn't that lovely?
There’ sroom for one more. Ask your wifetojoin us, Glenn.”

“I'm not married, Aunt Louise”

She pretended to frown, then smiled again. “Don’t worry. Y ou will be.”

“Did... they tdl you that?’

Sheignored me. To both of usshe said, “I want you to just it here with me and look and listen.
Aren't they beautiful ?’

| regarded Eenie, Meenie, Moe, and Shemp, and they looked as they aways had. | supposein other
circumgtances they could indeed have seemed beautiful, but just now they were not.

| started to say something, but then Louise put her dry, bony hand over my mouth and whispered,
“Quiet! They'resinging! Can’t you hear it? Isn't it heavenly?’

| only heard the faint whine and whoosh of a police skimmer drifting dong the block behind us.
Otherwise the night was Htill.

Uncle Rob began sobbing.

“I can’t stand any more of this,” he said, and got up and went toward the door. “Can’'t we have a
litle dignity?’

| hauled Louiseto her feet and said, “ Y ou’ ve got to come inside, now.”

But she looked up at me with such ahurt expresson that | let go of her. She wobbled. | caught hold
of her. “Yes” shesad, “let me havealittle dignity.” | think she was completdly lucid at that moment. |
think she knew exactly what she was doing. She sat down again.

| turned to Uncle Rob. “You go onin. We'll stay out here awhilelonger.”

So we s inthe cold, autumn air, in front of the Fire Eggs, like couch potatoesin front of a
four-pand TV. No, that’ s not right. It does't describe what Louise did at al. She listened raptly,
rapturoudy, to voices| could not hear, to something which, perhaps, only dying people can hear asthey
dide out of thislife. She turned from one Fire Egg to the next, to the next, asif dl of them were
conversing together. She reached out to touch them, hesitantly, like one of the apesin the ancient
flatvideo classic, 2001: A Space Odyssey, but of course she could not touch them, and her fingersdid
away asif her hand couldn’t quite locate the points of space where the Fire Eggs were.

At times she answered back, and sang something, asif accompanying old voices, but | think it was
some rock-and-roll song from her psychedelic childhood, not an ethereal hymn from the Heresfter.

Or maybe the Heresfter just likes Jefferson Airplane. Or the Fire Eggs do.

| would like to be able to say that | achieved some epiphany mysdlf, that | saw the Fire Eggsin anew
way, asif the scales had falen from my eyesand | saw truly for the first time. | would like to say that |
heard something, that | recelved some reveation.

But | only watched the pa e reds and oranges drifting within the creamy, luminous white. | only saw
the Fire Eggs, as every human being on Earth sees Fire Eggs every day of hisor her life.

| only heard the police skimmer dide around the block. Maybe one of the cops was staring at us
through the darkened windows. Maybe not. The skimmer didn’t stop.

And | looked up and saw the autumn stars, asinscrutable as the Fire Eggs, never twinkling, dmost as
if | werelooking at them from space.

Louise died during the night. She started drooling blood, but she looked content where she was, and
it wouldn't have made any difference anyway, which may be a euphemism for something too painful to
put into words.

| just stayed there with her. After awhile, her breathing had a gurgling sound to it, and she leaned
over into my lap. | could see by thelight of the Fire Eggsthat she was bleeding from the bowels and the



whole back of her bathrobe was stained dark. But she didn’t want to leave. She had what | suppose
someone else might have called a bestific expresson on her face. She reached up toward the Fire Eggs
once more, groping intheair.

And then | rocked her to deep, by the light of the gunblinkin stars and of the Fire Eggs.

Somehow | fell adeep too. At dawn, Uncle Rob shook me awake. | got up stiffly, but I’d been
dressed warmly enough that | wasdl right.

He couldn’t bring himself to say anything, but thelook in his eyestold me everything.

| didn't haveto ask. | didn’t have to search. Aunt Louise was gone, bloody bathrobe and all.

Of course any number of disappearances and murders had been attributed to the Fire Eggsin the
past, as had so much ese. “ The Fire Egg ate my homework” was an old joke. “ The Fire Egg ate Aunt
Louise’ didn't go over well with the authorities, so there was an investigation, which concluded, for lack
of any red evidence, that, despite what the two of us claimed, L ouise had wandered off in the night and
died of exposure or her disease, and finding her body would only be amatter of time.

“I'll tell you what the fucking thingsare,” said Uncle Rob. “ They're pest-disposal units. They’re
roach motels. They’re hereto kill us, then to clean the place out to make room for somebody else.
Maybe the poison tastes good to the roach and it dies happy, but does it make any difference?’

“I don’t know, Uncle. | redly don’t.” The night before | wasto leave, he went out on the lawn and
lay down underneath one of the Fire Eggs and blew his brains out with apistal. | heard the shot. | saw
him lying there.

| just waited. | wanted to see what would happen. But | fell adeep again, or somehow failed to
perceive the passing of time, and when | cameto myself again, he was gone. The pistol was |eft behind.

It was Aunt Louise who first named them Fire Eggs. Not everybody knows that. Uncle Rob used the
term on histdevison show, and it caught on. He gave her credit, over and over again, but no one listened
and the whole world believes he was the one who coined it.

That’swhat his obituaries said, too.

| think that we re wrong to wait for something to happen.
| think it's been hgppening dl adong.

The New Horla
ROBERT SHECKLEY

Robert Sheckley first came to prominence in the 1950s as one of the leading writersin Galaxy,
became a novelist in the 1960s, and still (but too infrequently) produces fiction today that is
thought-provoking, memorable, and stylish. His reputation is based primarily on the quality of his
quirky, subversive, satirical short fiction, a body of work admired by everyone from Kingsley
Amisand J. G. Ballard to Harlan Ellison. As an ironic investigator of questions of identity and of
the nature of reality, heis a peer of Philip K. Dick and Kurt Vonnegut. In a recent interview on
the web (www.fantascienza.net/sfpeople/ robert.sheckley) this exchange took place:

Delos. Why is there something, instead of there being nothing?

Sheckley: Thereisn’t something. There's only nothing masquerading as something and
looking very like Gerard Depardieu. That, by the way, is the real meaning of cyber space.

This story, from Fantasy & Science Fiction, where he published several storiesin 2000, isan



hommage to the great 19th Century French writer, Guy de Maupassant. Maupassant wrote the
classic story “ The Horla,” arguably an early proto-S- story, about an horrific invisible being, not
long before Maupassant himself went mad. Here, a young man alone in a ski lodge meets an
invisible alien/supernatural being but is more worried by mundane matters of business.

“How deep it is, this mystery of the Invisible. We cannot plump its depths with our wretched
senses, with our eyes, which are incapable of perceiving things that are too small, things that are
too big, thingstoo far away, the inhabitants of a star—or the inhabitants of a drop of water ...
And our ears decelve us, because they convey to us vibrationsin the air in the form of
sounds—they are like fairies performing this miracle of changing movement into sound, and
through this transformation they give birth to music, turning into melody the silent rhythms of
nature... And what of our sense of smell, inferior to that possessed by a dog... and our sense of
taste, which can scarcely detect the age of a wine!

“ Ah! If only we had other sense-organs to work other miracles for us, who can tell how many
other things we should discover in the world around us?”

—"“LeHorla” Guy de Maupassant

Thetrain ride from Concord up into the White Mountains was spectacular. The snows were deep, with
the tops of the trees poking through like stubble on a dead man’s cheek. We topped the range and came
at last into Mountain Station. Here | got off, with my skis, my backpack, and my ski boots.

There was no one around to greet me. The little station house was empty, though not locked. | went
insde and got on my ski boots, put my shoesinto my backpack, came out and strapped on my skis.
Although | had told Edwin I’ d ski down to his chalet without any difficulty, now that | was actudly there
the idea seemed lessthan brilliant. It was|ate in the day, after four P.M., and the sun was dready lost in
the white sky. We' d been held up almost an hour at Manchester, and hadn’t made up the time across
New England. | took the sketch map from an inner pocket, smoothed it out, oriented mysalf, went over
theway I’d go once again.

It had dl seemed perfectly straightforward when I’ d arranged with Edwin to use hisfamily’ s ki
chalet for afew days. We had been roommates at Dartmouth and had remained friends afterward. He
had often offered me the use of the chalet. Thisholiday | took him up onit.

Origindly, I had meant to drive there, and Edwin had carefully laid out the route. But asit turned out,
my car was back in the shop with miscellaneous dectrica problems. With Edwin’shelp, | had worked
out adifferent route. | would take the train to Mountain Station, New Hampshire, and then ski down to
thelodge.

Edwin had been more than alittle dubious. “ Are you quite sure? | don’t really recommend it.”

“It’ s perfectly straightforward on the map,” | told him. The chalet was only athousand or so feet
below Mountain Station, which stood at the top of Standish Passin the White Mountains. It was ashort
run and there were no obstructions.

“Y ou' ve made the run yoursdlf, so you told me.”

“Wel, yes” Edwin sad, “I have, but I'm acquainted with the area. For afirs time...”

“From what you’ ve described, there’ s nothing to it. Out of the ation | face just west of north, with
the spire of Stanley Church in sight just to my left, and it sastraight run down to the dogleg. Then | go
left around the congtruction Site and the cha et—white with green trim—isin sght.”

“It'sjust never agood idea, skiing in the mountainsalone,” Edwin said.

“I'll take it easy,” | assured him. “I’ll snowplow dl theway down.” If only | had taken my own
light-hearted promise serioudy!

Orienting mysdf wasn't difficult. Just to theleft of the smal station house was a storage shed, painted
black. Edwin had told me to use this as my takeoff point. | stood therein front of it for amoment, poised
on my skis, checking out the dope. It was steep, but not too steep, a perfect white blanket untouched by



any other skiers marks. Therewas adark clump of treesto the right, about a hundred yards down, and
beyond that, just out of sight from here, was the construction site | needed to ski around. | checked my
bindings, adjusted my pack, pulled down my goggles, and took off.

It was abeautiful day for arun. The sky waswhite, and there was an accumulation of dark cloudsto
the east, apromise of weather making up over toward the Atlantic Coast. My skis did smoothly on the
surface, not going too rapidly over the somewhat wet snow, then picking up speed astheincline
steepened. | leaned into it, enjoying that exhilaration that the first run of the season brings. It was an easy
dope and | wasin perfect balance going down it.

After afew minutes| caught sight of the obstruction. It was amound of building materials, coveredin
last night’ s fresh snow, with here and there a gleam of green canvas where the wind had blown away the
cover. | was over too far to my right, and now | bent into asharp turn that would take me below the
building materias. Thethrill of leaning into that first turn of the season caused meto cut it alittlefine. |
straightened out to give the mounded materias a sufficient berth, then crouched to build up speed.
Perhaps | wasn't paying sufficient attention to the terrain. But there was redlly nothing to see, sincethe
fresh snow covered everything.

| knew | wasin trouble when my skis started chattering on a series of long, dick, rounded objects
just beneath the snow. They were like a corduroy road surface, only much higher.

Later | learned that | had crossed a pile of plastic pipes that had been unloaded only two or three
days ago, and had been concealed by last night’ s snow. They had been set down at the lower edge of
the congtruction, and | was going right over them.

All would il have been well if | hadn’t been tucked into my turn. | went acrossthose pipesat an
angle. All I knew at the time was that | was crossing ahard, bumpy, unstable surface and my skiswere
diding out from under me. The pipes were concedled under an inch or so of fresh snow, and they were
frosty and dick. But they hadn’t been on the ground long enough to freeze to the ground, so they did out
from under meand | fell hard, my skiskicking into theair, and | was tumbling over them until at last |
came to rest beyond the pipes, in soft snow.

It took me awhileto pull mysdf together. It' simportant not to underestimate the shock of a sudden
unexpected fall. For awhile | felt asthough the mountain had exploded under me. | was numb from head
to toe, and it was not unpleasant. But | knew, somewhere in the back of my mind, that when this
numbness wore off, | waslikely to find mysdf in asorry state. It had redlly been quite afall.

While | was gtill numb and fedling no pain, | determined to get to the chalet. It was only afew
hundred yards away, down the dope. | tried to get to my feet, and found that my right leg would not
support me. | got halfway up and fell. Checking, | found that my right foot was twisted at an odd angle. |
aso noted various ripsin my twill ski pants, and asow welling of blood from what | took to be awound
in my shoulder, just above the shoulder blade, where the backpack hadn’t protected me,

| wasnot at al cold. Nor was| in much pain. But | knew | was not in agood way, and that | needed
to get to shelter as soon as possible. Abovedl, | had to get my ski boots off before the swelling started.

My first thought was to carry my skis and poleswith me and limp down the dopeto the chalet,
whose roof | could make out &t the edge of thefall line. This proved impossible. | was unable to stand
up. Nor did | have my skis, as| had first imagined. They were somewhere back up on the dope. All |
had was one pole, and my knapsack was still strapped to my back.

| hobbled and crawled downhill toward the chalet, through snow that became increasingly deep as|
descended. | felt dl right when | began, but soon began to experience a deep fatigue. The day had grown
very dark, and heavy clouds were boiling up over Mount Adams. My |eft ankle was beginning to ache
abominably. And | noticed that | was leaving quite atrail of blood behind me. | couldn’t tell where on my
person it came from—I was beginning to hurt in half a dozen places—and this seemed no time'to stop
and examine mysdif. | didn’t even have afirst aid kit in my knapsack.

The forerunners of the storm arrived just as| got to the chalet, on my feet now, or rather, on one
foot, with the other raised, supporting mysdf by my remaining ski pole. Overhead were long dark streaky
clouds, what the old Scandinavians caled the storm’ s maidens—those long, thin wild clouds that come
out in advance of the main body of wind, snow, and rain. The wind was whipping around my head when



| got to the chalet’ s front door and searched for the key under the log pile to the left. Edwin had been as
good as hisword. The key was right where he'd said it would be, under a bit of seasoned oak, and | got
the door open and dragged mysdlf inside.

It was amodern small ski chaet, bright birch and cedar. An A-frame with two guest rooms, a
good-sized living room, bathroom and kitchen in the rear. | got my boots off and turned the power switch
near the door. Even though it gave a satisfying click, it brought no power. Edwin had promised to have
the ectricity turned on by thetime | got there, but apparently he had forgotten, or hadn’t succeeded.

| wasin better luck with the propane. The chaet ran on its own tank. | made sure the pilot was on,
found the valve and turned it, and soon had the living room heaters going nicely. Then and only then did |
fed secure enough to look to mysdif.

Therewas no telephone. | had known that beforehand. | wanted to get out of my ski clothes: My
eladticized twill pants didn’t want to stretch over my swollen ankle, and | decided not to presstheissue. |
could keep my pantson for awhile. My clothing was torn up enough to make it no difficulty to find
where | had been abraded.

The cuts and scrapes on my sides and legs were painful but not serious, not even especialy disabling.
It was my ankle that was the problem, that and a puncture wound beneath my right shoulder blade, made
by atree branch, perhaps. Touching it gently, | found it was as big asthe small end of apool cue, and it
was 00zing blood. Not in agreat stream, but steedily.

For along timel just lay on the living room carpet in the growing gleam of the early evening. | may
have dozed for alittle while. It was amost dark when | determined to pull mysdlf together.

Negotiating the living room made it seem avery big place indeed. | was quite week. | had the feding
that | had injured mysalf worse than I d first thought. That deep gouge in my back wouldn’t stop
bleeding. Findly | gave dl my attention to trying to do something about it.

| made apad with asmall pillow and bound it in place on my back with asheet | found in one of the
drawers under the picture window. That dowed the blood loss some, but it didn’t stop it. Blood
continued to leak out of me and whenever | moved the pillow dipped off. | began to wonder how many
pints of blood | could lose without passing out or going into shock. No matter what | did, the pillow
wouldn’t stay in place. | couldn’t seem to get enough pressure onit, and findly discarded it.

The heaters soon took the chill off the chdet. | found two candlesin the kitchen and brought them out
to theliving room. | put them in an ashtray and lighted them. By thissmall dancing light, | saw the
shadows of evening gathering swiftly asthe storm struck. There commenced arattle of windows like the
devil’sown tattoo. That’ sthe way my thoughts were trending. | was wounded and depressed and
wallowing in my own fedling of stupidity, my embarrassment over this stupid accident with the pipes. It
made me fedl incompetent. And | was worried about the wound in my back. The flow of blood was
dow, but it was steady. How much could | lose before | wasin trouble?

The wind began gusting up and driving tree branches against the windows. Those trees should have
been cut back. | was sure it was only amatter of time before a branch broke through. There seemed
nothing I could do about it. There were wooden shutters, but I’ d have to go outside to get at them, and |
doubted my present ability to do that. | just lay there on the floor beside the couch, and felt the
hollownessin my stomach, because | hadn’t eaten anything since breskfast early that morning in Hanfield
Station. | lay there and waited to seeif the window would hold.

It held, asit turned out. But something strange happened. There was a sharp crack and something
came through the picture window. It didn’t shatter it. It bored through it like arifle bullet. But it was
bigger than arifle bullet, to judge by the starred holeit Ieft behind. And unlike arifle bullet, it didn’'t spend
itself in the room. Like some sort of living thing, it buzzed and danced around the room.

| just cowered there on the floor watching it darting around and thinking to mysdlf, “Well, thisredly is
too much.” | mean, not only had | been hurt, now | was being forced to take part in some sort of weird,
perhaps supernatura matter. For what e se could thisthing be?

“Stopthat,” | told it irritably asit buzzed around my head. But if the thing, whatever it was, heard, it
showed no signsof it. | don’t know what it had been when it came through the window, but now it wasa
gphere about the size of abaseball, and sparkling with many colors. It was spinning furioudy and darting



around the room like alarge angry hornet. It dodged around and dammed into awall, and changed
shape, going all misshapen for amoment, before popping out again into asphere. | couldn’t decide
whether something wasredlly happening or if | was having an hdlucination. | wasrooting for the
hallucination, because the supernatural or the supernorma or whatever it was was exactly what | didn’t
want.

Doesthis seem over-emphatic to you? Consider my position. | am twenty-seven yearsold. A junior
stockbroker in awdl-known Boston company. I'm doing very well, thank you, through a combination of
intelligence, steedy nerve, rationd assessment of the factorsinvolved, and sef-discipline. By
sdf-discipline, | mean that | didn’t spend much time asking mysdf why | was doing thework | was
doing. | sensed that asking that could open up anasty can of worms. Spiritudly, stockbroker might be
hard to justify. But | figured I" d get around to that later; in my fifties, maybe, when I’ d retirerich and
move with Janie to some warmer climate,

| guess| haven't mentioned Janie yet. Janie Sommers. We' re engaged. I’ m head over hedsin love.
Not just with Janie, though she’ s extremely lovable, but with what Janie and | were planning to do with
our lives.

It was going to be agood life, arich life, filled with shiny cars and aswimming pool and abig house
filled with excellent art objects. Jani€' s stipend from V ogue wouldn't bring that about. But her inheritance
when she turned twenty-five would. Together, we could have everything we wanted. That may sound
crass. But how could | not calculate our joint incomes, with aview to making life better for Janie aswell
asfor me?

| redlly don’'t want to get into al this. But | thought | should explain why | was S0 dead set againgt
visionary experience. It would commit meto something | wanted no part in. To giving up the ddightful,
worldly lifel had planned and turning to disseminating the “truth” as| had conceived it.

Once | admitted to visionary experience, | knew | wasagoner. | could hear mysdlf bending my
friends ears “Let metdl you what happened to me one strange night in New Hampshire....”

| wanted none of that.

And yet, thelogic of visonary experience demands that you spread it around. Tell the world about it.
But that was the last thing in the world | wanted to do as | watched the glowing, spinning sphere dance
around the room againgt dl the laws of gravity and common sense, and | heard mysdlf saying, “I don’t
want to be the subject of aNationa Public Radio hour on strange unexplained experiences, | want to do
something I’'m good at, stockbrokering, make alot of money, live wdl.”

The sphere took one more brush against the wall, didodging Edwin’s high school graduation
certificate, and then it split in two, its halvesfluttering to the floor. Something came out of it. Something
smdl and smoky that grew in Sze and then solidified for amoment into asmal body and staring
face—staring at me—and then thisthing, whatever it was, faded and becameinvisble and | had my
hands full to control the seizures | was congdering faling into. (“Yes, | saw it with my own eyed It was
not of thisworld!™)

| ressted theimpulse of the true believer and looked at the shell the thing had comein. It drooped, it
melted, and then it was gone, leaving behind only atrace of moisture on the rug.

| looked around the room. | saw the storm pouncing against the picture windows. Blown snow
danting past in hypnotic lines, accompanied by the wavering mutter of the wind. Insde the room, there
was a profound darkness contrasting with the glaring white rectangle of the picture window. Although the
roomwas in darkness, afew objectsin it—the top of aladder chair, the head of a plaster statue of some
classcd deity—were ill bathed in light. A Rembrandt effect. And the creature or whatever it was that
came out of the sphere was nowhere to be seen. But that didn’t mean that it was gone.

“You look for it in thekitchen,” | told Janie. “I’ll keep on checking here.”

No, Janie wasn't there. But in some weird way, shewas. | can't explainit. | can only report to you
how it seemed to me at thetime.

| checked the room again. Looking for the creature from the sphere. Looking for her. Funny how I'd
aready decided it was ashe. Funny how | could sense her presence ill in the room, watching me.



Something watching me. The moment stretched out. ... And dissolved in my sudden annoyance. |
don’'t want her looking at me! How dare thisinvisible thing look at me?

What € se was sheintending? My mind had taken a curious turn. From judging an event asan
hallucination to rgjudging it as something real. And now | wasreally worried.

It had been so much more comfortable when I’ d thought it was an hallucination. But I’ d had to give
up that comforting thought. Trying to force mysdf to believe | was halucinating felt like abad idea. It
would make my judgments unreliable. It's madnessto consder yourself unrdliable. In agtuation like that,
who areyou going to rely on?

| summed up what | thought | knew. | had the distinct feeling that the storm had plucked something
invisble out of thear and hurled it through my picture window. Thething it had thrownwaslet’ ssay a
sort of very small spaceship. Insde the living room, the little ship had buzzed around like a deranged
being. No doubt it was no longer working right. Findly it fell gpart, and something came out.

That was asfar as my thought took me at thetime. | just knew that something uncanny wasin the
same room with me, watching me, and | had no ideawnheat that invisible thing intended with me.

Since | had nothing to go on but my suppositions, | decided to give them freerein.

It seemed to me that this being had blundered into this room by accident, and now couldn’t find her
way out. | remembered the way the sphere had darted back and forth and bumped intowalls. I'd seena
robin do the same thing, trapped in an attic window that Janie had opened to air out, and dashed itself to
desth before we could shoo it out the window which it couldn’t find.

| suspected it was going to attack me.

With ashudder | turned defensive. My hands were raised in boxer’ s position. My head dowly turned
from one side of the room to another. Although | knew | could not see her, yet | thought | could sense
her. And, with alittle luck, do something about it before she did me amischief.

It was an eerietimefor meas| sat propped up againgt the couch, my ankle throbbing, the holein my
back 0ozing blood, the wind rattling the windows and the darkness engulfing everything as night came on.
| couldn’t see the thing and therefore | saw it everywhere. It was the odd humpbacked shape on the
mantel, the suspicious shadow on the rug, the triangle of greater darkness that peered out of closets and
cubbyholes.

| caught aglimpse of it for amoment, then lost Sght of it in the darkening living room. And then | fdlt
something at my back, near my wound, felt something wet and sticky on my skin, | turned, and saw it. It
was glued to my back. It seemed to be sucking my blood. | screamed and swatted at it, and it darted
away and logt itself in acorner of the room.

Janie came out of the kitchen then. “Whereisit?’ | pointed. She went at it with apillow, flalling,
shouting, “Leave him done, damn you!” And she caught the thing one solid whack asit darted around,
sending it crashing to the floor. And then she was pounding at it with the pillow, and | had gotten off the
couch and was somping it with my good foot. | think we were both shouting then, or maybe screaming.
Or maybe it was just me, because of course Janiewas't redlly there.

| guess | went alittle off my head at that point. | started imagining Janie wasthere, and | wastaking
to her, telling her about this discovery I’d made, this Horla. Because that waswhat | was certain it
was—a Horla, the uncanny creature described by Guy de Maupassant.

Janiewas saying, “Look, Ed. None of thisis hgppening. | want anormd life. We can haveit al. The
best. The summer house in Connecticut, the gpartment in Manhattan, the beach bungalow in Mustique.
Y ou’ re making money and I’ ve got money coming to me. We can do this: But honey, we can't put any
supernaturd stuff inthis. Y ou can't go around telling people you had this visitation from another world.
Who' s going to buy stocks from you if you do that? We don’t want to be unreliable. People who' ve had
visonsare unrdiable. Fanatica. Y ou can't tell what they’ll do. And our lifeis based on knowing very
well what we can and will do. And what wewill not do. Talking about our mystic experiencesisone
thing wewon't do.”

I ve often thought about asking Janie if shewasthere that night. If she remembersany of it. If shecan



say anything at al that might account for what | saw, or thought | saw. But of course, that’ s getting into
pretty weird stuff, and Janieand | don’t do that. The Horlais one of anumber of thingswe don't talk
about.

Janieis so pretty. And she makes such good sense. And | wasin such agony as| sat there, listening
to her. Because this thing had happened, the more she talked, the surer of it | became. | sensed that to
repudiateit, pretend it never happened—well, that would be a pretty crassthing to do. If | did that, it
would be difficult to live with mysdlf.

On the other hand, Janie wasright. If you go around talking about your other-worldly experiences,
you never again have quite the same relationship with people. Y ou' re azedot, afanatic, acrazy,
someone most right-thinking peopletry to avoid. Y ou' re seeing visons, and that’ sweird. You'retdling
everyone, |I” ve found something more important than what you' ve staked your lifeto get. I’ ve got news
from the other side!

People don't like you when you talk like that.

| didn’t want to be driven by the force of an experience I’ d never bargained for, didn’t want now that
| had it, wanted to get rid of it.

“Whatever it was, we don't oweit anything,” Janie said. “We vekilled it. Let’ sjust never mention it
agan.”

| nodded.

Shelooked a me very serioudy. “It’'s agreed, then.”

| nodded again. And we never talked about it again.

Except that I'm writing about it now. Janie doesn’'t know. Won't know until | publishit. And then?

| don’'t know. But | haveto writethis.

You seg, | figured out, after avery long time, just what the creature was up to.

Shewas sedling off that puncture wound in my back. What else was that sticky stuff she sprayed on
me but some way of stopping the wound? Even the doctor, when | finally got to see one the next day,
asked me about it.

The Horlahad just finished sedling my wound when Janie got her with the pillow.

Not that I’'m blaming Janie.

| figure wekilled that thing together. Or maybe | did it done. Because | sure wanted to, evenif |
didn't actudly doit. But I think | did.

We weren't ready for the Horla, and for what it might bring.

Anyway, Janiewasn't redly there, so | must have killed the Horlamysdlf. But in another way, Janie
didit.

I m not going to change anything now. It' simpossible to get the weird stuff that happens to you down
al neat and straight. But | figured | needed to tell the story. In casethe Horla's
family—l over—friends—she must have had some-one—never learned what happened to her, blown off
course by asudden storm, trapped in aweird room, pursued by abig creature—or maybe the ghost of a
big cresture—whom she was trying to help and who wanted only to kill her. And findly did.

The Horlagave up her lifefor me. If she has any friends, family, or loversout there, if there' sany
way my words can get to them, | thought they’ d be proud of her.

Well, that’ sthe only experience| can cal genuinely weird in arather ordinary life. A story I’ ve never
told. Especidly that last part about Janie swatting it with apillow. Because, of course, | did that. Janie
wasn't there.

Asfor Janie and me, we' re aswell as can be expected.

Madame Bovary, C'est Moai
DAN SIMMONS

Dan Smmons (Www.erinyes.org/simmons) was born in Peoria, lllinois, and livesin Longmont,



Colorado, where he was for years an elementary school teacher. Hisfirst novel, Song of Kali
(1985), won the World Fantasy Award. It was followed by Phases of Gravity (1989), an excellent
mainstream novel about an astronaut, Carrion Comfort (1989), a huge and ambitious horror
novel, and The Hyperion Cantos— Hyperion (1989), an equally large and ambitious SF novel that
won the Hugo Award, and its companion (the two are really one large work), The Fall of
Hyperion (1990). By 1991 he was famous and successful in both the horror and SF genres. He has
since gone on to write S, horror, and mainstream novels and stories for the last decade, and has
maintained both his ambition and versatility. Most notable in SF are Endymion (1996) and The
Rise of Endymion (1997), another pair of novels. Even though his attention has been spread
among genres for the last decade, his placein SF is central to the fiction of the 1990s and beyond.
Two forthcoming SF novels have been announced, 1lium and Olympos.

Smmons sfiction isfilled with literary allusions (just look at the titles, above). Thislittle
story, another piece from Nature, is no exception. It is a showpiece for Smmons’ s wit, giving an
SF rationalization for the real existence of the literary universes of fiction.

2052 AD: the current migration of millions of people to novel universes by quantum teleportation (QT)
was ashock even to the system’ sinventor, Jan-We Martini. “I don’t know why it took me by surprise,”
said Dr. Martini in a2043 interview. “1 had the basic ideafor QT when | read an ancient New Yor ker
story by Woody Allen, but the potential was dll there in Schrédinger’ s classic wave equation.” Dr Martini
has snce QT' d to Madame Bovary’ suniverse and is currently living in Flaubert' s Parisas Mongeur
Leon.

The quantum-mechanica entanglement effect had been analysed (in Eingtein’ s sceptical term) as
“gpooky action at adistance” since 1935, but it was not until 1998 that a research group at the University
of Innsbriick demonstrated actua quantum teleportation of a photon—or more precisely, the complete
quantum state of that photon.

Theseinitid quantum-state tel eportations avoided violating Helsenberg' s principle and Eingtein’s
speed-of-light restrictions because tel eported photons carried no information, even about their own
quantum state. However, by producing entangled pairs of photons and teleporting one of the pair while
transmitting the Bell-state andlysis of the second photon through sublumina channels, the recipient of the
teleported photon-data had a one-in-four chance of guessing its quantum state and then utilizing the
quantum bits of teleported data.

All of thiswould have amounted to very little except for remarkable advancesin
human-consciousness research. Researchers at the University of Kiev interested in improving memory
function used quantum computers to analyse biochemica cascades in human synapses. In 2025, they
discovered that the human mind—as opposed to the brain—was neither like a computer nor achemical
memory machine, but exactly like a quantum-gate holistic sanding wavefront.

The human brain, it turned out, collapsed probability functions of this standing wavefront of
consciousnessin the same way that an interferometer determined the quantum state of a photon or any
other wavefront phenomenon. Using terabytes of qubit quantum data and applying relativistic Coulomb
field transforms to these mind-consciousness hol ographic wavefunctions, it was quickly discovered that
human consciousness could be quantum-teleported to points in space-time where entangled-pair
wavefronts aready existed.

And where were these places? Nothing as complex as an entangled consciousness-wavefront existed
elsawherein our continuum. QT researchers soon redlized that they were teleporting human
consciousness—or, rather, the complete quantum state of these consciousnesses—to adternate universes
that had, in turn, come into being through the focus of pre-exigting holographic wavefronts: in other
words, complete dternate universes created by the sheer force of human imagination. These sngularities
of genius act as Bll-gate andyser/editors on the quantum-foam of reality, Smultaneoudy interpreting one
universe while cregting anew one.

It s;emsthat poets, playwrights and novelists dready understood this. “ The imagination may be



compared to Adam’ sdream,” wrote John Keats. “ he awoke and found it truth.”

The QT charting of “fiction universes’ began immediately, but even before ahundred dternate
universeswere confirmed, the QT migration from our Earth began.

Meanwhile, the “ agon”—the imperative to rank the relative importance of cresative works—now had
ascientific tool at itsdigposa. The long literary debate as to which works belonged in the so-caled
“Western Canon” was settled by QT exploration. For example, 21 of Shakespeare' s 38 plays generated
complete aternate universes, as complex and expansive as our own, each capable of supporting ahuman
population from afew thousand (Measure for Measure) to many hillions (King Lear), despite the fact
that each play may have had a cast of a score or fewer players when it was performed. Morethan a
million people have migrated to Elsinore, whereas fewer than 5,000—mostly clinically depressed
Scandinavians—have seen fit to re establish themsalvesin Lear suniverse.

Flaubert, it turned out, generated two complete universes—the so caled “ Madame Bovary’ s World”
and that of Sentimental Education —whereas Alice Walker, it seems, to the frustration of American
academics, had crested none.

The dternate universe of Dant€e s Inferno has received more than 385,000 emigrants (mostly from
Southern Cdifornia), but his Paradiso Planet shows only 649 transplants. The current count of those who
have QT d to Huckleberry Finn's“River World” is 3,622,406, and more than amillion have been
transported to each of Charles Dicken' sfive extant universes.

It istrue that more than 60 million people volunteered to QT to D. H. Lawrence' s“Lady
Chatterley’ sWorld,” but— sadly—no such discrete universe has been found. Some have made do with
the universe of Sonsand Lovers. Recent QT stampedes to the worlds of Jane Austen, Robert Louis
Stevenson and the effectively infinite number of universes crested by Jorge Luis Borges may reflect
current socid trends.

It remains to be seen whether QT technology will solvethe current global population crisisor if it will
remain an option of therich, bored and educated. It also remainsto be seen whether any universes will
be found—beyond the pdtry handful already discovered—that owe their originsto 21st-century
imagingtions

“That which is creative must create itsdlf,” said John Keats. And perhaps more pointedly, from
William Blake— “| must create a system or be endaved by another man’s.”

Which brings usto the central question of this new quantum redlity. None of the millions of ancillary
charactersliving in Madame Bovary’ s universe (except for the QT emigrés) know that they are
charactersin awork of fiction. Nor do they know that Madame Bovary isthe main character.

So who wrote our universe? And who are the central characters?

Grandma’s Jumpman
ROBERT REED

Robert Reed was born and raised and livesin Nebraska. He published nearly a dozen SF and
fantasy stories in 2000, of which six or more were worthy of consideration for this book, an
amazing and continuing explosion of SF writing. Hisfirst story collection, The Dragons of
Soringplace (1999), fine asit is, skims only a bit of the cream from hisworks. And hewritesa
novel every year or two aswell (hisfirst, The Leeshore, appeared in 1987; his ninth is Marrow,
2000, a distant future large scale story that seems to be a breakthrough in his career). He has
been publishing SF since 1986, but has reached his present level of achievement only in the
mid-1990s. Given his level of achievement, he is one of the most underappreciated writersin
contemporary S-.

“ Grandma’ s Jumpman” appeared in Century (edited by Robert J. K. Killheffer and Jenna
Felice), the literate quarterly of speculative fiction that was reborn at the end of 1999, adding
Bryan Cholfin, formerly of Crank!, to its staff, and got out three issuesin 2000. Although only a



minority of the fiction in Century is S, it is still very important as a model of the well-produced
and well-edited semi-prozine in the field. This story uses SF, in the manner Ray Bradbury did in
the 1950s. It isset in arural area (that might be Nebraska) years after a war on Earth against
humanoid aliens and is about love, loss of innocence, and combating the prejudices fostered by
propaganda during any war in the generation after.

Someone swadting fireworks—that’ swhat I’ m thinking.

I’m out by the road, just playing, and | hear dl these pops and bangs coming from the west. It' sthe
middle of the day, bright and hot, and what’ s the point in shooting fireworks now? Someone sureis
Supid, I'm thinking. Then comesthis big old whump that | fed through the hard ground. | drop al my
soldiersand climb out of the ditch, looking west, watching ablack cloud lifting. That's over by theold
prison camp, iVt it?I’m trying to guesswhat’ s happening, and that’ s when he tries sneaking up on me.
But | hear himfirgt. | turn around fast and catch him staring at me. Grandma sugly old jumpie.

Hisnameis Sam. At least that’ swhat it is now, and he’ snot abad sort. For being what heis.

“Did | gartleyou, Timmy?’ heasks. “I’m sorry if | caught you unaware.”

“Youdidn't,” I tell him.

He says, “Good.”

“I'mwatching the fireworks,” | tell him.

“Freworks?’ He givesthe black cloud alook, then says, “I think you're mistaken.” Hisvoiceis
made inside abox sawn into his neck, and the words come out soft and slow. Sam doesn't sound
human, but he doesn’'t sound not-human ether. If you know what | mean. He' sbeen herefor thirty
years, and that’ salong time to practice talking. He' s one of the prisoners—agenuine war crimina—but
he lives up herein hisown little house. He helps Grandmawith the farm, and after so long people dmost
seemto trust him.

| don’t trust him. | watch him as he watches the black cloud, both of us thinking that maybeit’ s not
fireworks.

“Something’ s happening,” Sam says. He s not big, not even for ajumpie. And he' sold, fat gray hairs
showing in the red ones, hislong face and forearms hafway to white. “ They’ re probably detonating old
ammunition. That'sdl.” Hewaitsamoment, then tells me, * Perhaps you should stay near the house, for
thetimebeing.”

“Youcan'tbossme” | warn him. | won't let him boss me.

“You'reright,” he says. “It’snot my place.” Then he says, “Doit for your grandmother, please. You
know how sheworries”

There comes a second whump, followed by two more.

And Sam forgets about me. Hisbig eyes stare at the new clouds, then he shakes histongue and starts
for Grandma s house. He doesn't say another word, walking dowly in the earth’ shigh gravity, hislong
bare feet doing the jumpie shuffle.

And | go back to my soldiers. There are more pops and bangs, and | use them with my pretend
sounds. Thenit'squiet, and I'm thinking it was nothing. It wasjust like Sam said, someone blowing off
old bombs. | put my soldiers down and climb up to the yard, sitting under the big pinetree. I’ m thinking
about the old prison camp. Grandma s driven me past it, abunch of times. It still got wire fencesand
guard towers, but almost nobody’ s there. That' swhat Grandma says. Just some ordinary human crooks
stashed there by the county. All the important Chonk-squeal -squedal -oonkkk—uwhat jumpies call
themsel ves—died long ago or were shipped home. Except for Sam, that is. He' sthe last one left, and
even he' sgot adesth certificate with hishairy face oniit. “He died of heatstroke,” Grandmatold me,
driving us past the camp. “And the cumulative effects of gravity, too.”

The black clouds have vanished. Blown away. Whatever happened, it' sdone, and | can't hear
anything but thewind.

| start to rip up pine cones, wishing for something to do. I'm bored, like dways. I'm sick of being
bored, wishing | could be anywhere e se, doing anything even halfway fun. And that’ swhen | hear the



truck coming, grinding itsgearson the hill. A big green Guard truck rolls past. Its back end is stuffed full
of soldiers, rifles pointed at the sky. I'm watching them. Unlike my plastic soldiers, their facesaren’t
worn smooth. Noses and cheeks are sharp. Their eyes are spooked. Nobody waves when | wave, and
they barely notice me. Then the truck is past and acloud of white, white dust rolls over Grandma slawn,
and I’mlooking west, wishing | could ride on that truck.

Wishing hard and tasting the rough dust againgt my teeth.

My folksgot caled up for Guard duty in June, for their usua six weeks. But thistimeit was summer
and school was out, there was nobody to watch me. That’s why they put me on the new Bullet train,
shipping me off to thefarm.

Grandma came to get me at the station. She' sabig woman with gray hair and acouple million
wrinkles, and she’ sstrong from al her hard work. Bagsthat | could barely lift got thrown into the back
end of her pickup. Then she dapped the dirt off her jeans and climbed behind the whed, driving fast dl
the way home. She doesn't drive like agrandmother, | can tell you. And | don't know any other old
woman who strings fences and drives tractors and cdls shit, shit. Mom saysthat she' sthe most
successful lady farmer in the state. | wonder about that lady part. Her only help isan old jJumpie that she
borrowed from the prison camp. He was an officer on one of their big rocket bombers. “He' s called
Sam,” Mom told me before | left home, standing over me while she spoke. “Be niceto Sam. HE savery
nice sentient entity.”

“He' sawar crimind,” | told her. “The bastard bombed our cities!”

Mom just stared at me, shaking her head. She doesthat alot. Then she said, “Don't cause me grief,
Timmy. Pleas=?’

“| hatethe bagtards,” | told her. “ They cameto kill us, Mom.”

“A long timeago,” shesaid, “and thewar isover.” Then shetold me, “Please. | don’t want my
mother thinking you're some brutd little boy.”

“I'mnot solittle” | said.

Shedidn't say anything.

Then | asked, “Doesthat jumpieredly livewith Grandma?’

“Samiscdled ajumpman, and he has his own house, Timmy.” She made awindy sound, shaking her
finger at my nose. “ Since | wasalittlegirl, and don't forget it.”

| don’t forget much. Riding to Grandma s farm, watching the other farms dide pagt, | remembered
everything I’ d ever learned about the war. How the jumpies came into the solar system in giant starships
dressed up like ordinary comets. How they launched a surprise attack, trying to take out our defensesin
aday. Later, they said they were being nothing but reasonable. Once our offensve wegpons were
removed, they would have become our best friends, colonizing only our cold places. They said. But they
didn’'t get the chance since they didn’t cripple usin thefirst day, or, for that matter, in the next thousand
days.

It wasthe biggest war ever, and it could have been bigger. But the jumpies wanted to live on Earth,
which meant they didn’t like nuking ustoo often. And in the end, when things turned our way, we had the
toolsto blow away every last one of their starships. But instead of finishing them for good, we made
peace. We ended up with adamned sister-kissing draw.

“What isn't won, isn't done,” I’ ve heard people say.

That’ swhy we can't relax. The jJumpies—jumpmen, sorry—are still out there, mostly hanging around
Mars, battering it with fresh comets, trying to make that world livable for them. We can't let them get
their own world. That’swhat | think. What | want to be someday is a general leading the attack, winning
everything for dl time. Findly.

That’ swhat | wasthinking, smiling as Grandma pulled up in front of her house. “We re here,” she
announced. | climbed out, taking agood look at my first farm. Then | saw the jumpie coming out of the
barn, doing little hopsinstead of walking, and | redlized that I’ d never seen one before. Not in person.
Not moving free and easy, | can tdll you. But what really startled me was what he was wearing, which
was overdls cut and resawn to fit his body, and how he showed me abig bright dmost-human smile.



Jumpies have different musclesin their faces. Showing histhick yellow teeth must have been work.
Likeadl of them, he was red—thick red fur; blood-red skin; black-red eyes. Histal earsturned toward
me. Somehow the smile got bigger. Then hisamost-human voice said, “ And you must be Timmy. It'sa
great pleasure to meet you et last.”

| felt cold and scared inside.

“I"ve heard fine things about you,” he told me, shaking my hand with his rough two-thumbed hand.

“Y our grandmother comes home from Christmas with such stories. How you' ve grown, and what a
wonderful young man you are.”

Hedidn't sound like the jumpieson TV. | tried picturing him and Grandmatalking about me.
Standing together in the barn, | imagined. Shoveling shit and gossiping.

“He srather quiet,” Sam told Grandma. “ Somehow | expected him to make acommotion.”

“No, he'sjust frightened.” She laughed when she said it, then laughed harder when | said:

“I’'m not scared. Ever!”

Sam'’ s smile changed. He tugged on the white whiskersthat grew from his heavy bottom jaw. Then
he said, “I’ve got choresto do.” Chores. He sounded as if he’ d been born here, and that bothered me
more than anything. “I hope you enjoy yoursdlf, Timmy. Bye now.” Nothing waswhét | had pictured,
and | was glad to see him turn and shuffle off, histail dragging in the brown dirt.

Grandmatook me upstairs to a sunny and hot little bedroom. She told me to unpack and showed me
whereto put my things. “'Y ou can go where you want,” she said, “but close every gate behind you and
day off the machinery.”

| knew the rules. Mom had told them to me, maybe athousand times.

Grandmaleft, but | didn’t unpack. | wasfeding curious. | decided to go out exploring, first thing.

Grandma' s bedroom was at the end of the hall—a big dark place with the shades down and the heat
thick just the same. | took a couple stepsinside, looking at the old-person stuff on the walls and on top
of the dressers. Brown pictures were in silver frames, and there were some fancy doo-dads. Three out of
four pictures showed my mom, one from back when she was my age. | found only one shot of Grandpa,
and it was st behind the others. Asif he was hiding back there, dmost.

Compared to upgtairs, it was practicaly cool a ground levd. | turned onthelittle TV intheliving
room. Therewasn't any cable attached, and no dish outside. There was just oneloca channdl, and it was
mostly static and snow. What was | going to do for six whole weeks?

| wandered through the smelly kitchen, then outside. Tractors and afancy combine were parked in
the yard. The combine had big metal armsin front for sweeping and plucking at the crops, and ontop, a
big glass cab and foam-padded sest. | climbed up and sat with my hands on the whedl. Maybe Grandma
would teach meto drive, | wasthinking. If | asked red nice. Rocking the whed back and forth, | made
engine sounds, thinking how much fun it would be to mow through afield of corn.

Sam'’ s cottage was behind the other buildings. | found it eventualy—atiny white wood building—and
walking up onto its groaning porch, | peered into the dusty windows.

Mom had told me the story amillion times. Grandpa died when she waslittle. It was at the end of the
war, but the fighting didn’t kill him. Histractor rolled over him, by accident. Mom barely remembered
him. What she remembered were the tough times afterwards. Two billion people had died. Life had falen
back a hundred years, or more. Grandma had to farm with old tractors and her own hands. Help was
scarce and supid, the best men il in the military. Findly Grandma said enough was enough, and she
marched down to the prison camp and gave its warden ten chickens and her problems. Wasthere a
prisoner who could be loaned to her? Just once in awhile? She needed someone who knew machinery,
someone who could keep amurderous old tractor in the field. Was there any jumpie worth trusting? And
that’ s how Sam came to Grandma, on loan from the United States government.

“He was brought up every morning for ayear,” Mom told me. “By armed guard. But that was silly,
said your grandma. Shetook Sam permanently and took responsibility, letting him live in the cottage. Hot
in summer, but in the winter, just right for ajumpman.”

Jumpies come from acold place. A place that was getting even colder—too cold for life, they liketo
clam—which waswhy they moved hereto live.



Mom would dwayslaugh, telling how Grandma promised that Sam wouldn’t escape, that if hetried
shewould hunt him down by hersdf. “ And the warden, knowing her, said that she was better than a
ten-foot wall of dectrified razor-wire.” That'sthe part that always made her laugh the hardest, shaking
her head and looking off into the distance. “ And now it’s been what? Thirty years. Sam likesit so well
there that he' s never left. Even when the tregties were signed, when he could have gone home, he didn’t.
Hewon't ever.”

“Why not?’ | dways asked.

And here Mom aways said something different. Sam was too accustomed to our hest, or heliked
Grandma' s peach cobbler too much. Always anew reason why, and | got the feeling that none of those
reasons were entirely true.

| was saring into the cottage s dirty windows, seeing nothing, and Sam sneaked up behind me,
saying, “Can | hdpyou, Timmy?’

| jerked around. He wasn't smiling, but he didn’t seem angry either. At least none of hisred fur was
standing on end. He asked if he had startled me. | told him no. | was thinking about |eading the attack on
his people. | dmost told him what | was thinking. But instead he told me, “1 doubt if you can see anything
through that grime, Timmy. For that | gpologize.”

| wished he wouldn’t say my name so much.

Despite everything, | ssood my ground. Thiswas my first day on thefarm, and I’ d be damned if he
was going to spook me.

“You'reremarkably quiet, | think.” He laughed and reached into a pocket on hisoverdls.

| watched his hand.

He brought out asingle key, saying, “Let’sgo indde and look. Would you like that, Timmy?’

“Ingde?’ | muttered.

“Because you ' refeding curious. Y ou want to seewhere live” He came past me, smelling of hay
and something else. Something sweet. He fought with the lock for aminute, then the door swung open.
Every window was closed, and the air insde was stder than it was hot, and it was plenty hot. The
cottage was just one room with a bed at the back and some curling photographs stuck on the plaster
wall. Sam was behind me, starting to pant. | went to take alook at the photos, long red faces smiling at
mein that goofy jumpieway; and he said, “My family. From long ago.” His voice sounded more like |
expected it to be, high-pitched and doppy. Taking past his panting tongue, he asked, “ Do you see me,
Timmy?

| wasn't sure.

With along black nail, he pointed at a photo, at alittle jumpie with adults on one side of him, agiant
crab or spider on the other.

“What'sthat?’ | asked.

“A pet. It'scdled asuch-and-such.” | couldn’t understand what he was saying. “ There snothing like
it on Earth. | know it does't look it, but a such-and-such isalmost as smart asapig.”

Thekid in the photo did sort of look like him. Sort of. | swallowed and asked, “What' syour rea
name?’

“I don’'t mean that one.” Why was he being thisway?

“My birth-name was such-and-such.” He said it twice, dower the second time. But it never sounded
likered words.

“Did Grandmapick Sam?’

“No, that was me. It'savery American name.”

There was another photo of him asaboy. A redly strange one. He was standing beside a dead
jumpie, the carcass propped up with poles and wire, its body dried out and both of its eyes gone.

“A famous ancestor of mine,” hetold me. Then amoment later, with adifferent voice, he said, “I
know you don't gpprove of me, Timmy.”

| blinked and looked at him.



“I know what you' re taught in school.”

“You' reawar crimind,” | said. Point blank.

“Am|?

“Y ou bombed our cities”

“I was anavigator on an attack craft, yes. But we never dropped our bombs, if that makes any
difference to you. It was my first mission, and we were intercepted before we reached our target. A
purely military target.” Hetried another human smile. “One of your brave pilots shot me down before |
could harm asoul.”

But war crimindsarewar criminds, | wasthinking. Y ou can't just be alittle one.

Walking around the cottage, | ended up at the nightstand. Its wind-up clock wasn't running. | pulled
acouplefingersthrough the dust that covered everything. And | was thinking something, that something
working on my insides.

“Whoam1?’

| looked at him, wondering what he mearnt.

“Names matter,” hetold me. “To my species, anameis essentid. It’ sthe peg on which an individua
hangs hisworth.”

| watched the spit dripping off hisred tongue.

“Long ago,” hetold me, “I made peace with my circumstances. | knew | would never return home. |
had died in that crash, and | was reborn. And that’swhy | claimed my good American name.”

| started dipping toward the door.

“In many ways, | am lucky. My particular tribe, my race...we came from the warmest part of our
home world. By our standards, I’'m quite tolerant of hest...”

Tolerant or not, he looked like hell.

“I never expected the exchange of prisoners. That’ s not a Chonk-squeal -squeal-oonkkkk thing to
do.” Hewaslooking out the grimy windows, talking quietly. “When the exchange was looming, your
grandmother was kind enough to use her influence, and a death certificate went homein my steed. *
Such-and-such died whileworking in thefield, it read. * Out of ignorance, the body was buried whereit
fdl, hismagter unaware of his species s cusomary mummificationrite.” ”

| felt sorry for him, sort of. He wasn't what I’ d expected, and | tried not to listen, trying not to fedl
anythingat dl.

“Thisismy home, Timmy.” He meant the cottage, only he didn’t mean it. “Y ou’ re welcometo visit
meany time. All right?’

| didn’t answer. | shuffled outdoors, the air fedling a hundred degrees cooler. But Sam stayed inside,
opening windows and dusting with his deeves and thumbs. When | stepped off the groaning porch, he
said, “Good-bye.”

| might have muttered, “Bye.”

I"m not sure.

| went back to Grandma s house, aming for my room but ending up in hers. | knew something—a
huge secret—only | didn’t know it. | couldn’t find the words. | kept staring at that darkened room, trying
to think. Finally | walked over to the big bed, bending down. And sure enough, | could smell hay and that
sweet something that I'd smelled on Sam. And | had abig weight on my chest, making me gasp, the
force of it trying to sted my breath away.

WEe re egting supper in the kitchen. It' s <till day, il hot, but it’ s been hours since the explosions
down at the prison camp. Grandma and Sam aren't talking about the camp or the soldiersin the truck. |
can practically hear them not talking about those things. Instead they’ re making noise about a neighbor
lady who broke her hip, and how many pheasants they’ ve seen in the fid ds, and the chances that the
local school can win State two years running. That’ swhat they’ re saying. A lot of nothing. And thenwe
hear someone at the front door, knocking fast and loud.

| beat Grandmato the door, but not by much. A man waits, tal and tired. “John?’ says Grandma.
“What are you doing here?” A dusty bikeis propped against the porch rail. “Comein here. Would you



like supper? We'rejust having abite—"

“No. Rose,” hesays. “I can't. I'm going places.”

Shedoesn't say anything, watching him.

Sam shufflesinto the room. He' sthe one who asks, “What happened this afternoon, John? It seemed
to involvethe camp.”

“Itdid,” saysthetdl man. “Oh, it did.”

“An accident?” Grandmaasks. “Wasit somekind of fire?”

“No, it wasafight.” The man shakes his head, talking in a careful voice and not looking at anyone.
“Thisisn’'t to betold, okay? But | thought you should hear it. | waswalking in my pasture north of the
camp when the fight started—"

“Who wasfighting?’ asks Grandma.

“Soldiers. Specid commandos, | guessthey were.” He shrugs his shoulders. “ They went through the
old wire, then broke into the barracks. They were after the prisoners.”

| say, “But therearen't any.”

The man hdfway glances at me. “Drunks,” he says. “ Speeders. One wife beater. Remember Lester
Potts...?" He pauses, shaking his head. “ Anyway, a deputy spotted the soldiers. Shot one of them. Then
the rest took cover in the east barracks—"

“Oh, shit,” says Grandma.

“—and | heard the shooting. | got my deer rifle and went down to help. We had them surrounded.
The Guard was rushing us help. Y ou know the Wicker boys? The ones that drag race on the highway
every weekend? Well, the sheriff freed them and gave them guns, and they were plugging the east end.
Which isthe direction the bastards decided to go. They set off the old stockpile for adiversion...that’'s
the explosgonsyou heard... and thingsjust plain went to hell!”

Grandma puts her fists on her hips, halfway looking at Sam. She has atough face when she wants,
blue eyes bright and strong. “When you say ‘commandos,” do you mean human soldiers? Or not?’

“They were human, dl right.”

Hesaysit quietly, asif it sabad thing.

“Atleadt it’' snot jumpies,” | tel him. And everyone.

Nobody seemsto hear me.

“What happened to these commandos?’ Grandma asks.

“Somedied,” John says. “I’m sure of that much.”

Nobody talked for along moment. Then | said, “But at least it s not jumpies. It'snot jumpies!”

Sam touched me, just for an ingant. “But Timmy, why would humans be interested in the old camp?’

How should | know?

“On the other hand, jumpmen would be interested. They might send human agents.” He' stalking to
everyone, including himsdf. “ After al, humans can move a will here”

“But wherewould they get peoplelikethat?’ | ask, not having aclue.

It was Grandmawho says, “Think.”

But | can't seeit.

“Think of me,” says Sam. “I stayed behind willingly. Didn't I? And does't it make sense that some
of the human prisoners might have preferred life in space?’

That's stupid idea, but | don’t get a chanceto say so.

Instead, Grandma says to John, “But these commandos are | dead now. That’ swhat you' ve come
totel us, right?’

Sam asks, “How many were there?’

“Threeor four,” saysthetal man. “Or five, maybe.”

“How many are dead?’ Grandmawants to know.

“We vefound three bodies. Sofar.” His eyeswere seeing things. “ The other bodies might bein the
barracks. The Guard will search through the messin the morning, when the ammo cools down enough.”

Sam says, “I’ m sure everything’ s being taken care of ”

Nobody elsetaks.



Sam comes up beside Grandma and touches her arm, lightly. Both John and me watch him. Then he
says, “What if one of them escapes? He saw no one but human prisoners. No one, and everything's
fine”

Grandma sjaw isworking, her teeth grinding.

Sam asks John, “How bad wasit? Were any of us hurt?’ Us?

“A deputy,” says John. “ And one of the Wicker boys. They werekilled.”

Sam shakes his head. He looks small and soft next to Grandma.

“And the other brother ismissing. We haven't found his body, or heran off. Hopefully that'sal. He
got scared and ran.”

| would never run off in battle. Never.

John rocks back and forth, saying. “I’ ve got to go, folks. I’ m trying to warn people, and we' re not
supposed to talk about this on the phone.” He walks onto the porch. Grandma and Sam thank him for
coming, and hetells us, “Now you people take care.” Then he straddles his bike and pumpsthe pedals,
working hisway through the soft dust. HE smoving like abikerider in adream, a half-speed. Something
about him red frantic, but real dow, too.

The three of uswatch the news at ten. The sunisdown and the heat isfinally starting to seep out of
the house. Grandmais Sitting on the sofa, like dways. Sam is squatting againgt awall, against a cushion,
not closeto her but not far away either. And I’m on thefloor, legs crossed. I'm squinting through the
snow on the little screen. The news doesn’t mention anything about commandaos or explosions. It sgoing
to be hot tomorrow, | hear. And for the rest of the week, too. Then they go to acommercial, selling
headache pillswith a pounding hammer.

A hdicopter passes overhead. Thump-thump-thump.

When it'sgone, Sam says, “Rose,” and | realize how nobody else says her name with that voice. It's
not ajumpievoice, or ahuman’s. It'sjust Sam’'s. Then hetells her, “I know what it is. It sthe new
Chonk-squed -squeal -oonkkkk council. They hear rumors about people like me, and they’ re looking for
anissueto pull dl thetribestogether.”

“Politics” shesays. A low, tight voice. “Exactly.” He gives mealittle wink, nodding to himsdlf. “1 bet
thet' sit.”

Now the sports comes on, the baseball scores too fuzzy to read.

“From now on,” he says, “I'll tay on the farm. No more visitsto the neighbors. No more working by
theroad.”

Grandma says, “Perhapsthat’ s best.”

Then Sam takes a degp breath and says, “Timmy? Do me abig favor. Go to my house and get those
old pictures. Bring them to me, please.”

| doit. | go out the front door and around, past the barn and the fancy combine—everything huge
and dangerous-looking in the darkness—and | dip into the cottage, working fast. The photosfed dick
and odd, made of something besides ordinary paper. Keeping quiet, | come back the same way. | hear
Grandmasaying, “I’m not giving you up.” She sounds angry and strong and certain. “Nobody’ staking
you anywhere. Do you hear me?’

I’m up on the porch, and she stops talking.

| comeinsde.

Sam has pulled his cushion up beside Grandma, rearing back against the sofawith hislong feet
beneeth the coffeetable. “That’ sthe boy,” he says, taking the photos. He doesn’t look at them. Pulling a
long match from his chest pocket, he strikesit and setsthem on firein acandle bowl. All of them. | watch
for the dead jumpie and the boy, only Sam’ s put them facedown. It’ s just the dick non-paper burning.
And hetels Grandma, “Nothing will happen. They found nothing, and they’ re dead.”

Grandmasays, “All right,” and nods. Once.

Thenthefireisout, and hetellsme, “Go dump this, please.”

I’ m out on the porch, throwing ashes off therail, and Grandmasays, “ Y ou didn’t need to do that.
Why did you think you needed to?’



“To end any doubts,” he says.

“Whose doubts?’

“Not mine” hesays. Then he says, “Thisismy home, Rose”

Rose. Just theway he saysit makes me shiver.

| grab the rail with both hands, watching the sky. Marsisthe pink star in the east. Before too many
moreyears, it'll turn white with clouds. Sam’ stold me. His people are flinging cometsdown at it,
sometimestwo aday, trying to makeit livable. And for amoment, without warning | fed jedlous of the
humans that might be up there, imagining them throwing those comets, having that much fun every day.

“I’ve been here my entirelife,” says Sam, “and | won't leave you.”

“Y ou’re damned right you won't,” says Grandma. Then she adds something too soft for meto hear,

despited| my trying.

Wegoto bed, and | fall adeep for five hours, or maybe five minutes. Then I’ m awake, flat on my
back and completely awake. Why am I? There comes a sound from downstairs. A bang, and then a
thud. Then morethuds. | sit up in bed, my heart pounding. People are coming upstairs. Suddenly my
bedroom door flies open, and some guy in jeans and atorn shirt standsin front of me. He' sgot afunny
look on hisface, tired and sad. He kegps his empty hands at his sides, very till, asking me, “Whereis
he?’ with atiny voice. “The prisoner...whereishe...?’

| don’'t say aword.

Someone else says, “Who isit? Who' s there?’

“A boy,” saystheguy.

“More”

He moves back, and acommando fills the doorway. Heishuge, both tal and thick, wearing nothing
except for battle armor and an ammunition belt. HE sholding abig gun asif it'satoy. It' samean looking
thing with acurled clip filled with rocket-jacketed bullets, and he' s pointing the barrel Sraight at me.

“Whereisthe prisoner?’ he saysto me.

| can't talk.

“Tel me. Now.”

| have no voice or breath, my heart beating behind my eyes.

The commando’ sfaceishuge and wild, big eyes shining a me. Helooks maybe twenty-five. He
seems ready for anything. When Grandma s door comes open, he whedls around. And then the guy with
him—the missing Wicker brother, | guess—suddenly bolts. I hear him on the Sairs, half-stumbling, and
the commando—the human traitor— aims fast and fires. My bedroom islit up by theflashes. | see mysdlf
gtting in my bed, sheets pulled up around me. Then the firing stops, and | smell rocket exhaust hanging in
theair. | can fed how nobody moves. Nobody isrunning down the stairs. And now the commando looks
at Grandmawhile pointing the smoking barrel straight at my heed.

“You'reholding anillegd prisoner of war,” he says. “ Tell mewhereto find the navigator, or I'll
executethis child.”

“Don’t hurt the boy,” says Grandma. Her voice isdry and tough and angry. “Sam is out back. But he
doesn’'t want to go with you, you bastard!”

The commando smiles; tdling us, “ Thank you.” The gun drops, and he adds, “1 don’t want to fight
old women and boys. So if you promiseto stay here, Il leave you here. Safe.”

| want to believe him.

“Get the hdl out of my house!” Grandmascreams. “I’m warning you! Get out!”

She scares me, talking that way.

But the traitor doesn’t notice us anymore. Stepping back, he meltsinto the darkness. | hear him on
the tairs, then running through the kitchen. And Grandma picks up the phone in her room, saying,
“Dead,” and then, “ Shit,” asshedamsit down again.

| stand, creeping out into the hallway.

Grandma s wearing along white nightgown, and she’' shdf-running. “ Comewith me,” shewhispers.
“Now.”



A dead body lies on the sairs. He scares me. I’ ve never seen anyone dead, and all of asudden I’'m
tiptoeing through his blood, the stairswarm and sticky under my bare feet.

“How could that man know about Sam?” | ask.

“That boy must havetold him.” She knedls and looks a me, then says, “ Run. Crossthe road and
hide in the corn. Whatever happens, stay hidden.”

The dead boy was atraitor for telling. | never would havetold. Never.

“Go on now! Go!”

| run out the front door, out acrossthe dusty yard. | get asfar asthe pinetree, stopping there to
breathe. That’ swhen | hear Sam and the commando talking. Fighting, they are. They’re besde the barn,
and Samissaying, “What did you do to her?’ He's caught up in one of the big man’sarms, trying not to
be carried. The commando tells him to be quiet. “1 haven't hurt anyone,” the bastard lies. Then he says
something in jumpie, ajumpie-built box implanted in his neck leting him squeak and squed like anative.
And Sam turns till and quiet, letting himsdf be carried, the commando taking him to the pickup and
throwing himinsde, then climbing in after him, and with both hands he triesto hot wire the engine.

A big engine starts up.

It’' stoo loud and deep to belong to the pickup. The air seemsto throb. The commando’sgunis
besde him, thenitisn’t. Sam hasagood hold oniit, | redize, and suddenly the two men arefighting for it.
| can see them when the combine' s headlights come on. And the big machine lurches and startsto
charge.

Everything's happening fast and crazy.

The commando wrestles his gun free, then turns and fires out the window. Sam dips out the
passenger door, bouncing faster than | ever thought possible, trying to reach the barn. The commando
garts chasing him, but not fast enough. A scared old jumpie can cover ground even on Earth, at least for
afew feet. In he goes, and the big barn door starts pulling shut, and the commando reachesit too | ate,
pulling a it with hisfree hand while he turns and fires a the charging combine.

Glass breaks.

Headlightsdie.

| can just see Grandma behind the steering whedl, crouched down low. The mechanica arms are
turning and turning. Her target triesto run but he picks the wrong direction. There' sa utility shed beside
the barn, and he gets caught in the corner, shoots twice, then throws the gun and turns and legps higher
than seems possible or right. He' slived dl hislife with jumpies, | redize. HE stoo young to have been
taken prisoner during the war. Trying to be ajumpie has given hislegs extrabounce, which is't enough.
Because ingtead of legping over the spinning arms, he falsinto them, hisbody flung back into the barn’s
wooden wall just as the combine strikes home with abig sharp crunch.

| hear him scream, maybe,

Or maybeit’'sme.

Then the scream is done, and Grandma turns off the engine and climbs down. Sam comes hopping
out of the barn. Both of them are wearing nightclothes. They hold each other and squeeze, saying nothing.
And | walk past them, making for the barn. I’ m curious to see what happened to that poor stupid man.

Only Sam seesmefirst and says, “No, Timmy. Come back here, please.”

| turn and look at them. Then | walk over to them. I’m not scared or anything. That’swhat Il say if
they ask. But al of the sudden I’m sort of glad to be stopped.

| won't admit it, but | am.

Soldierscomein their helicopters and trucks, then pick up and leave again taking the bodies with
them. The officer in charge warns us that nothing happened here. Everything needsto stay secret. He
shakes my hand then Grandma s. And, after a pause, Sam’'s. And he tells my grandmother that she can
expect aconfidential commendation. Then as he climbsinto his helicopter, he tells us, “ Our enemies
underestimate us. They don't appreciate the gift of our ordinary citizens.” Or something likethat. | can
barely hear him asthe helicopter sartsrevving itsengines.

By then it' smorning, and time for breskfadt.



It'sjust the three of us, and Grandma makes pancakes and sausage. | drown everything under thin
syrup. Eating is more wonderful than | could ever have guessed. | keep feding happy and lucky, glad
about everything. Grandma s wearing abright country dress, and Sam’saready in hisoverals. Nobody
says much until Sam finishes his cakes, puts hisfork down and announces, “Once | can makethe
arrangements, I’ll contact my old family. Just to tell them that | am well and happy.”

Hesaysit, but | don’t believeit.

Neither does Grandma. She says, “Y ou can't be serious. What in hell will that accomplish?’

“How many others are there like me?’ he asks. “ Dozens? Hundreds? But aslong as we' re secrets,
we're dangerous. Not just to us, but to our adopted families. Our adopted species.”

Grandma stares through him, saying nothing.

“I want to show my peoplethat it's possble to coexist with humans. At peace” Hesmileslikea
human, and like ajumpie, hisearslying down flat. “Until last night, | didn’t know that | wasimportant.
But sncel am, | need to do theright thing.”

And after that, nobody says much of anything.

Done with dishes, we drift outside. Sam studies the barn and combine, talking about what needsto
be fixed first. I'm pushing &t the splintered wood, looking at the dark red smear but never touchingit.
Then Grandma says something to Sam. | can’t hear what. And she comesto me and says, “Would you
do meafavor, Timmy? Go play with your soldiers out by the road. Stay there until | say otherwise.
Would you do that for your old grandmother?’

| ask, “Why?" and suddenly wish | hadn'’t.

She givesmealook, level and strong.

Then Sam cdlsto her. “Rose,” he says, taking little hops over toward the cottage.

“Play by theroad,” she repeats. “Now.”

| start walking.

“And don’t tell anyone,” shewarns me, her hard old facelooking into me. | don’t have any secrets.
Not with her, | don't.

“Yes, maam,” | say.

Shefollows Sam.

| go to the ditch and find my soldiers buried in the dust, and | play with them without liking it. They're
just toys, I'm thinking. And the plastic jJumpiesdon’t even look redl. But al of the sudden | get anidea. It
just sort of comesto me. And | get up on my feet and climb out of the ditch, walking until I ve got the
cottage in sight. Just one peek, I’ m thinking. Just that. Only my feet stop moving al at once, and | get
coldinsde. And then | turn around and start running back toward the ditch, running faster than I’ ve ever
runinmy life

After last night—after what | saw Grandmado last night— there sno way I'm leaving my little ditch.

| hunker down with my soldiers, and | stare at their worn-out faces.

Only onefaceinthisditchisscared, | tell mysdif.

Only oneface does't belong to an idiot. That' swhat I’ m thinking right now.

Bordeaux Mixture
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generously allowed himto commission and edit a weekly series of SF 800-word short fictions
entitled “ Futures.” Many SF luminaries contributed, including Arthur C. Clarke, Greg Bear,
Frederik Pohl, Michael Moorcock, Ted Chiang and Bruce Serling (and see Brin, Ford, Smmons,
Sonczewski, Spinrad).

“ Bordeaux Mixture” was one that Gee wrote himself, under the Lovecraftian pseudonym
Charles Dexter Ward. It is a piece of deadpan scientific humor with a submerged literary
reference to the metaphysical poetry of Andrew Marvell that HPL himself might have enjoyed.

I’ m spraying my tomatoes with bordeaux mixture and it feds greet. My wife says| do thetomatoesa
disservice, dousing them with Bergerac, when our pension could easily spare Clydebank Cabernet. But
the tomatoes |ove it. No sooner do | get to their row with the sprayer, than their desiccated leaves flush
with green; their blooms perk up; their ripening fruits blush with aricher glow. They love me, my
tomatoes, and | love them back. Today is specid—it's 2090, and my tomatoes and | are celebrating the
safe passage of our life-giving Sun through yet another total eclipse.

Anyway, whilel’m up there schmoozing, | think how far we' ve comein just onelifetime. Once upon
atime, tomatoes were monotonous plants that took alot of looking after; constant watering and spraying
againg greenfly and rot. Today’ s GM tomatoes are as different from the crop of my youth asthe einkorn
and emmer they harvested in the Fertile Crescent with obsidian sickles.

I’ve got rows of them—tomatoes, that is—all the latest kinds: juicy blue ones as big as canteloupes,
fluorescent orange fruits the size of pinheads but as hot as habafieros, long thin ones like cucumbers;
tetrahedral ones, oneswith edible roots; onesthat grow like treeswhich | harvest like apples. And they
look after themselves, pretty much; they farm their own mycorrhizae, nurse their own symbionts, kill off
the weeds with endogenous antibiotics, and suck what little water they need out of the air. No, | only
Spray my tomatoes with bordeaux mixture because they enjoy it. They want meto, and, willingly, |
oblige.

These days, the word “tomato” seems almost redundant, as everything esein the garden has
undergone much the same kind of transformation. If every plant can be made into anything you want, and
made to taste like any other crop, it rather breaks down the barriers. If you have lettuces that look like
onions and taste like lemon meringue pie, who cares about horizonta gene transfer?

Y ou’ d think that this uncertainty about what’ swhét in the garden would worry me, given that I've
aways seen mysdf as something of atomato connoisseur and never knew my onions. What if | found
mysalf growing an aubergine by mistake, an aubergine that looks like atomato? But thefact is| don't
care: the tomatoes themselves see to that. It gives me such athrill to see them practically whoop with
solanaceous pleasure as they see me advancing up the garden; such afeeling of contentment as| can
hardly describe.

It hardly seems possible that, less than a century ago, people objected so violently to genetic
modification, when subsequent higtory showsit to have been such awonderful innovation. How silly it al
now seems. all those people who trashed test crops seem, in retrospect, like those weavers who broke
up power looms. But then, | was doing some of the modification, so perhaps |’ m biased.

Now I’'m long since retired, and the company | was working for back in 2007—when everything
changed—has gone the way of Microsoft and Tharsis Telomerase, | cantell dl. In 2007, GM was so
unpopular with the public that bioscience companies had to fund research and development dmost in
secret. Progress advanced in giant steps, but al behind the scenes. Unknown to the public, there were
plantsthat did everything except talk back; plantsthat created their own self-sufficient ecospheres. A few
were dropped on the martian South Pole. There were no announcements, no pressreleases. | hear that a
few smal sands of martian maize dtill thrive.

Then afew of usat thelab hit on an idea. We transfected maize with genes for human pheromones.
With our corporate heads, we thought that thiswould do wondersfor brand loyaty. Thethingis, human



pheromones influence behaviour subconscioudy. To tell people what we were doing would defegt the
object, wouldn't it? Late one night we planted astand of GM maizein Cdifornia (I forget exactly where)
and within weeks there were activists pounding the door of the Capitol in Sacramento demanding GM
crops. Success breeds success—we got the same encouraging results with courgettesin Chihuahua,
tomatoesin Thalland and greengagesin Glasgow.

But that was |ong ago, and anyway, when I’ m up here with the tomatoes, al that mattersisthe
continuous present, when | am surrounded by the rapturous cacophony of my gorgeous plants—all
mine—the plant | love and that love me so much in return, filling the green ether with triumphant shout of
radiant joy.

The Dryad’sWedding
ROBERT CHARLESWILSON

Robert Charles Wilson livesin Toronto, Ontario, and is one of the leading Canadian SF writers.
Hisfirst SF novel, The Hidden Place, appeared in 1986 and his seventh, Mysterium (1994), won a
Philip K. Dick Award. His big breakthrough novel however was Darwinia (1998). Bios (1999) is
his most recent novel and he published hisfirst collection, The Perseids, all SF stories setin
Toronto, in 2000. In an interview a couple of years ago, he said: “ I’ ve been reading some of the
British and Australian hard SF—Stephen Baxter, Greg Egan. | tend to like the hard SF, because it
seems to me disciplined in a certain way. We can do all kinds of thingsin SF, but these guys keep
us honest.... | admire that kind of disciplined work. In some ways it’ s the heart of the field. We
need it there, even if that’ s not what interests us at the time—even if we' re exploring over here,
writing more humanist S, more poetic S-, we need that solid core of hard SF” (from
Challenging Destiny #7 ). It seemsto me this gives a good idea of Wilson's stance as a writer of
.

“The Dryad’ sWedding” isa prequel to Wilson’s novel, Bios, and is a tale of strange
adventures on an alien planet in the distant future. It was published in the paper back anthol ogy
Sar Colonies, edited by Ed Gorman, Martin A. Greenberg, and John Helfers .. Its lush setting and
moody concentration on the inner life of the central character remind me of the fiction of Brian
Aldiss, perhaps his Hothouse series.

Chaia Martine was nineteen years old. In seven days she would marry the man she had been married to
once before, in another life. And she suspected that something was terribly wrong with her.

Not the familiar something. She was actudly thirty-five years old, not nineteen. Shefelt nineteen
because nineteen years ago her skull had been fractured by afdling treein afierce summer sorm. She
had lain in the flooded Copper River for dmaost an hour before her rescuers reached her, and had lost so
much duramater and brain tissue that her memories could not be saved. The Humantown clinic had
salvaged her body, but not her mind. She had had to wear diapers and learn to walk and talk all over
again, as nano-bacters built her anew cerebral hemisphere from feta stem cells out of the colony’s
medical reserves. She had dmost died and had been born a second time—awkwardly, painfully. Yes,
certainly, that was wrong with her. (And problem enough for one person, Chaiathought.)

But that didn't explain why she sometimes heard the voice of the forest calling her name. And it
didn't explain, above dl ese, the way the spiders had assembled themselves into the shape of aman.

The spider incident happened in a glade uphill from the Copper River. The Copper was agentleriver
now, herds of epidonts grazing peacefully at the grasses and faux-liliesthat grew aong the banks. Chaia
loved the look of it, at least at the end of aplacid ISan summer. (She wasinevitably nervous, frightened
on some fundamental physiologica level, whenever mountain rains made theriver run fast and white)
This glade was one of Chaia' s private places, a place she came to be done, awvay from the crowds and



confusing expectations of Humantown, away from the hovering mystery of her once-and-future husband
Gray Mclnnes. Standing, she could watch theriver unfold like a perfect blue ribbon into the western
praries.

For the most part she was enclosed here, wrapped in green shade. Chaiawas not now and never
had been afraid of the Isan forest. Guardian remensors, smal as sandflies, flew atwenty-meter perimeter
around her wherever she went. They would warn her if any dangerous anima—atrirgptor or a
digger—cametoo close; they would sting and bite the creatureif it attempted to stalk her.

There werelsan insectsin the glade, agreat many of them, but Chaiawas't troubled by insects.
Her skin exuded pheromones that repelled the most dangerous species. If one should somehow chance
to bite, her enhanced immune system would quickly neutraize the poison. In fact, she had grown familiar
with theinsect population of the glade, some species of which she had studied in her bios and taxonomy
classes. She often spent alazy afternoon here doing nothing more than watching the bugs. the black
noonbugs, like tiny pompous cartoon men, rolling bals of sticky fungd spores; or the diogenesflies, with
their pollen sacslike miniature Victorian lanterns.

The spiders were less obvious but no less plentiful. They were cdled “ spiders’ because they
resembled anamesake Terrestria insect Chaiahad never seen (or could not remember seeing, though
she had once, in her logt life, lived on Earth). They looked like button-sized, rust-red marbles equipped
with aradia mass of legs. The spiders were harvesters, cutting leaves and taking the fragments back to
their ground nests, which rose like ankle-high pyramids from the forest floor.

She was not ordinarily aware of the spiders—they passed through the fallen leaves and green reeds
aslightly asidle thoughts—but today they were numerous and active, asif vying for her attention. Chaia
sat on afallen log and watched, fascinated, as they marched among the damp thread-mosses, gathering in
pae clumps and dlinging together.

Thiswas unusud behavior, and Chaiasupposed it must reflect some event of great Sgnificancein the
Spider universe, amass mating or the founding of anew colony. Shelifted her feet so that she would not
inadvertently disturb the complex protocols of the creatures.

A breeze from the west rattled the long brellaleaves above her head. Chaiawas due back at
Humantown for the evening med (and awedding rehearsd at the Universdist chapd), but that was il
two hours away. Her afternoon was her own, and she meant to spend it doing absolutely nothing useful
or productive. She watched the spiders gather in the glade, watched them idly at first but then with
increasing attention, until it became obvious that what was happening here was not, perhaps, wholly
neturd.

Stll, the feverish activity of the insects fascinated her. Spiders poured into the glade from severa
directions and severd nests at once, parade lines of them. They avoided Chaia systematicaly but
gathered before her in lacy sheets, stacked one atop another until the combined mass of their pale bodies
took on asmoked-glass color and they rose in aseething mound to half her own height.

Carefully—disquieted but not yet terrified—Chaia stood and took a step backward. The
spider-mass moved in response, shifting its borders until it became (and now Chaid sfear began to
intengify) anearly human shape. The spiders had made aman. Well, not aman, exactly, but ahuman
form, neither male nor female, really just the suggestion of atorso, arms, a head. The head was the most
detailed part of the spider-sculpture. Its eyes were a shadowed roundness, its nose a pal e protruberance.

Chaiawas about to flee the glade when the spider-thing opened its uncertain mouth and spoke.

Thevoicewasvery faint, asif the massed insects had enclosed avolume of air in akind of lesky
lung, expelling moist breezes through voca cords made of insect parts or dried reeds. Or perhaps only
Chaia heard the voice; she thought this was possible. But the spider-thing spoke, and the awful thing
about thiswas, Chaiarecognized itsvoice.

She hadn’t heard it for along time. But she had heard it often when she was younger, in the woods,
in her dreams. She cdled it the voice of the forest because it had no real name, and she never spoke of it
because she knew, somehow, she musin't.

“Chala” the spider-thing whispered.

It knew her name. It had aways known her name. It had called her name from wind-tossed trees,



from therippling flow of the Copper River. She sensed an uneasiness in the voice, an anxiety, an
unfulfilled ned.

“Chaia,” the spider-thing said. (The voice of the forest said.)

That wasdl. That was enough.

Then the man-shaped mass began to loseitsform, to collapseinto a collection of mere insects,
thousands of them flowing like water at her feet, and she thought she heard the voice say, “No, not like
this, not this.” Chaiatried to answer it, to say something, because surely a sound of her own would
disperse the hdlucination (it must be a hdlucination) and jolt the forest back to redlity. But her throat was
asdry and breathless as a sedled room. Her courage collgpsed; she turned and ran downhill until she
found thetrall to Human-town, acloud of guardian remensorsfollowing her like agitated gnats, ran dl the
way back with the forest singing in her ears, certain that something was wrong with her, that some part of
her was deeply and permanently broken. .. and how could she bring hersalf to marry Gray Mclnnes, how
could she even have contemplated it, when she was probably not even sane?

Humantown had been established half a century ago, deep in the arboreal hinterland of the Great
Western Continent. It wasthe first truly successful human settlement on Isis. But it was not, strictly
spesking, thefird.

There had been human beings on I9s more than a century earlier. That had been when the great
Trustsruled the Earth, when the outer solar system had been a checkerboard of independent republics
(Mars, the agteroids, the Uranian moons, and the Kuiper kibbutzim), when asingleinterstellar launch had
consumed a sgnificant fraction of the system’ s gross economic product. People had cometo ISs
because |siswas one of the few biologically active worldswithin practica reach, and because it seemed
soinvitingly Earth-likein its Sze, mass, climate, and atmosphere.

The problem: ISswastoxic.

It was, in fact, deadly. Its biosphere had evolved far before the Earth’s, and without the periodic
massive diebacksthat punctuated Terrestrial evolution. The Isan ecology was deegply complex, driven by
predation and parasitism. The ISian equivaents of viruses, bacteria, and prions made short work of any
unprotected Terrestria organic matter. From an ISian point of view, human beings were nothing more
than an ambulatory buffet of choice long-chain proteins waiting passvely to be devoured.

Thefirg settlers—scientigts living in the sterile cores of multilayered biohazard facilities—had
underestimated the virility of the ISan bios. They had died. All of them, including thousandsinthelsan
orbital station, when their defenses were breached. Lovely as she was, ISswas aso amurderess.

Humanity had not returned to the planet for ahundred years, by which time the oligarchy of the
Trugts had collgpsed and agentler regime controlled the Earth.

And 4till, no unprotected human being could survive more than afew minutesin the ISan bios. But
protection had grown more subtle, lessintrusive. Chaig, for instance, possessed immune system
prostheses clustered in genned sacs around her abdomina aorta; countless genetic fixes had hardened
her cdlular barriers againgt ISan invasion aswell. With periodic upgrades, she could live here indefinitely.

Shefdt asif she had lived here dl her life. Shewas not atruelsan, like the babiesbornin
Humantown, because she had lived another life on Earth; but that life waslost to her. All she
remembered was Iss. She knew the forests and uplands around Humantown intimately because they
were her cradle and her home. She knew the wildlife. She knew the town itself, dmost too well. And she
knew the people.

She knew there was no one she could talk to about the spiders.

Humantown had grown up above an S-curve in the Copper River, aploughed terrace dotted with
smple Turing-fabricated structures. It was fenced to keep dangerous wild animals away, but the fence
recognized Chaia and opened to admit her (chiming “Welcome, ChaiaMartine!” from a hidden sonodot).
Chaia suppressed her anxiety as she walked down dusty Main Street. She passed the hardware shelter,
where Gray Mclnneswrote Turing protocols for the assembly robots; she was obscurely relieved not to
see him there. She passed the hedlth center where she had spent her first five years under the care of her
trauma-mother Lizabeth Chopraand a half-dozen surrogate fathersin the form of therapists and doctors.



She passed the Universalist Chapdl, where dl the religious people except Orthodox Jews and Reform
Mormons gathered once aweek to worship... then she turned back, rang the rectory bell, and told
Clergyman Gooding to cancel tonight’ srehearsdl. Shewasn't feding well, she said. No, nothing serious.
A headache. She just needed to lie down.

Then shewaked up Main Street, past Reyes Avenue where her own small private shelter stood, and
down aback lane through a stand of cultivated brellatrees where children played with brightly-colored
mentor robots, and then—surprising herself—through the fence and out into the wild-wood once more.

Dusk was dow on Isis. Sunsets lingered. Theforest grew shadows as Chaiawalked. Shewould be
missed at the evening medl at the town kitchen, but perhaps Rector Gooding would make excuses for
her.

That would not prevent Gray Mclnnes (wonderful, patient, enduring Gray) from seeking her out. And
shewouldn’'t be a home, but she didn’t think Gray would be terribly surprised at that. Chaia often went
walking late in the woods and had even spent some nightsthere. After al, she had her remensorsto
protect her; the Humantown computers could pinpoint her location if some need arose. Would Gray
follow her into the woods? No, she thought, not likely. He understood her periodic need to be done. He
understood al her quirks. If Gray had afault, it wasthis relentless understanding. It suggested he il
thought of her asakind of invalid, asif she werethe origind Chaia Martine he had married back on
Earth, only suffering from along-term amnesa

But she was not that Chaia Martine. She was only the sum of what she had been on Iss. Plusafew
random delusons,

Shefollowed an old path up the foothills above the human settlement and the river. She had no
degtination in mind, at least not conscioudy; but she walked for more than an hour, and when she avoke
to hersdlf she saw lightsin the distance. Glaring portable flardights, much brighter than the setting sun.
Thiswas aremote research site, an abandoned digger complex where the planetary ecologist Werner
Eastman had excavated anest of ancient tunnels.

She came out of the woodsinto ablizzard of light and sound.

Most of the heavy work here had been done by construction and mining robots. The huge yelow
machines fill roamed the Site, sectioning the earth with addicacy that belied their greaet Sze and noise.
They sorted what they found, excreting chipped flint and knapping stonesinto neat mesh trays.

Werner and histwo gpprentices should have been finished for the night, but they seemed absorbed in
their work, huddling in apolyplex shelter over some choice discovery. Chaiasmply stood at the edge of
the excavation, peering down the steeply terraced border into alayer of resected tunnelslike limestone
wormtracks. A cooling breeze tangled her long hair.

Werner must have noticed her at some point. She looked up from her thoughts and he was there,
gazing at her with agentle concern. “Hello, Chaia. Come to watch?’

“Not redly. Just...waking.”

“Latefor that, isn'tit? You'll be missng dinner.”

“| felt restless”

Sheliked Werner Eastman. Hewas an old Isis hand, dedicated to hiswork. A tall man, graying at
the temples after at least two juvenation cycles. He was older than Humantown itsdlf, though till young
by Terrestrial standards. He had been one of her surrogate fathers.

They had drifted apart in recent years. Werner disapproved of her marriage to Gray Mclnnes. He
felt that Gray wastaking advantage of her, exploiting the fact of his prior marriage to that other Chaia
Martine, the one who had died in the Copper River. Gray wanted everything to dide back intimeto the
way it had been before, Werner inssted. And that was maybe true, Chaia thought. But she couldn’t
forget or ignore Gray’ s many kindnesses. And Gray, after dl, had been the only courtier in her brief new
life. The only one not repelled or at least dismayed by her strangeness, her awkward in-betweenness.

But Werner meant no harm. His concern had always touched her, even when she considered it
misplaced. Shesad, “You'reworking late, too.”

“Yes. Wdl, we found something quite interesting in the lower excavations. Careto have alook?’



She agreed, but only to be polite. What could be interesting, except to a speciaist, about these old
digger tunnels? She had seen diggers often enough—Iive ones, clutching crude spearsin their
manipulating arms. They were occasiondly dangerous, but nothing about them ingpired her curiosity.
They were not truly sentient, though they manufactured smple levers and blades. In fact they were
emotiondly affectless, bland asturtles. She couldn’t imagine befriending adigger, even the way she might
befriend an ordinary animal. They had no true speech. They lived in tunneslined with hardened excreta,
and their diet consisted of rotting carrion and afew roots and vegetables. If food was scarce, they would
devour their own young.

Werner took her to the shelter where the day’ s discoverieswere laid out on atable. Here were the
usud smpleflint tools, the kind Werner had been catdl oguing since Chailawas young. But afew other
items, too. The ones he had caled “interesting.” Bits of corroded metd. (Diggers weren't metalworkers.)
Thisone, for instance, clotted with clay, looked like the kind of firefly lamp every colonist carried in his
pouch. Here, a sort of buckle. Chipped fragments of glass.

“Humans madethese,” Chaia said, an odd uneasiness haunting her.

“Yes. But they're old. They date from thefirgt ISian settlement, dmost two hundred years ago.”

“What arethey doing in these old digger tunnels?’

“That' sthe interesting question, isn't it? But we aso found this.”

Werner reached into a specimen box and withdrew something aready washed free of its embedding
mud and clay, something smooth and white.

A jawbone.

A human jawbone.

“My God,” Chaia breathed.

Werner began to explain what the jawbone represented. .. something about the first research
colonists who had occupied the modern site of Humantown, and how one of them must have ventured
into the digger colony when it was still active, or had been carried there, or ...

But Chaiadidn’t redly hear him.

The jawbone—dead, motionless on the table—spoke to her.

Werner went on talking. Werner couldn’t hear.

But Chaiaheard it quite plainly.

“Chaia” the jawbone said.

And Chaiafainted.

Thereisaphenomenon in the universe caled, loosdy, “ sentience.” It occursin quasi-homeodtatic
systems of a certain complexity. Human beings are an example of such asystem. Certain of their
machines are also sentient. Elsawherein the known universe, sentienceisdusive.

Chaia, dreaming, remembered this much from her bios textbooks.

She dreamed of hersdlf, of her brain regrown from fetal stem cells. Sentience requires
communication. Nerve cellstak to nerve cells. They tak eectricdly; they talk chemically. Her fresh, new
neurons had exfoliated into amind.

“Mind,” the textbooks said, was what happened in the gaps between the neurons. Signals were
exchanged or inhibited. But the space between neuronsis essentialy empty. “Mind” was ahollowness
where patterns bloomed and died.

Like flowers growing between the stars.

What were the places that mind could live? In ahuman nervous system. In the countless virtua gates
of aquantum computer. And—and—

But the dream-thought drifted away, a pattern that had blossomed and withered before she could
graspit.

Shewoketo find Gray Mclnnes at her bedside, frowning.

Shesad, idioticdly, “Am | Sck?’

(Because of course she was sick; that was why she heard voices....)

But Gray shook his head reassuringly. “Overtired, or so the thergpist tellsme. | guessyou' ve been



under alot of stress. Thewedding plansand al. What were you doing out in the wildwood?’

His expresson was open and guileless, but she heard an accusation. “ Just walking. Thinking.”

He smiled. “The nervous bride?’

“Maybe some of that.”

Sheturned her head. She was home, in her own shelter. They hadn’t put her in the clinic, which was
agood sign. Through the bedroom window she could see a patch of sky, clouds racing out of the west.
When those clouds broke against the flanks of the Copper Mountains there would surely berain.
Summer was over.

Gray brushed astrand of hair away from her eyes. His hand was gentle. He smelled warm and solid.
Hewas abig man, robust, stocky in the way that distinguished Earth-born colonists from their Martian or
Kuiper-born colleagues. Chaiadwaysfelt tiny next to him.

He said, “The doctor gave you something. Y ou' |l probably want to deep some more.”

Chaiawondered whether it was Gray sheloved or just his constant presence—the reassurance of
him, like afavorite chair or afamiliar blanket. She dreaded hurting him.

But how could she go through with the wedding, when she was probably not even sane? How much
longer could she pass among people and pretend to be norma? They would notice, soon enough; Gray
would noticefirst, was perhaps even now in that first awful stage of discovery, the warmth of him hiding a
kernd of repugnance....

“Closeyour eyes,” he said, smoothing her forehead.

Cloud shadows stole across the room.

He stayed with her that night.

Humantown’s particle-pair communications link with Earth had lately downloaded a series of fresh
entertainments, and Gray picked one to watch while Chaiadimmed the ambient light. The videostory was
cdled The American’ s Daughter and was set in the wild years of the twentieth century, when there were
hundreds of quasi-independent Terrestria nation-states and not even the moon had been settled. Gray, a
history buff, pointed out some factua errors the producers had missed or ignored—the robotic servant
that carried messages between the President’ s daughter and the penniless dchemy student was amost
certainly an anachronism, for instance.

The story was placed in North America, with most of the conventiona settings of an hitoire
americain: huge concrete buildings, pavement streets crowded with beggars and bankers, acathedra, a
“factory,” acarniva. The story ended with areunion, supposedly in New Y ork City, but Chaia thought
the buildingslooked like the old city of Brussdls, gently morphed to more closdly resemble a
twentieth-century city.

Gray turned to her curiously when she remarked on it. “What do you know about Brussels?’

“Wadl, I—" Shewas suddenly puzzled. “I guess| must have seen pictures.”
Brusss,

A place on Earth.

But it had seemed so familiar. Shejudt...well, recognized it.

Remembered it.

When had she seen Brussels? Can you remember a place you' ve never been? Or was this another
neurological tic, like seeing spidersturn into people, like hearing jawbonestalk?

Chaia smood darkened. Gray stayed with her, and she was grateful for his company. But when they
went to bed she turned her back to him, nestled againgt his big body in away that meant she was ready
to deep. Only deep. Or try to deep.

Soon he was snoring. Chaia, restless, opened her eyes and watched the pebble-sized moon dart
across the sky beyond the window. She thought of “lunacy,” an old English word that had figured in The
American’ s Daughter. After “Luna,” the Earth’ smoon, linked in ancient mythology to madness,
strangeness, the uncertainties of great distances and time.

ISiswas astepping stoneto the Sars.



Star travel was not asmple business even today. Interstellar launches were more efficient than the
origind Higgstrandations of two hundred years ago, but they sill consumed enormous resources—in the
energy and materials necessary to produce the exotic-matter Higgs lenses; and in sheer redl estate, each
launch requiring the conversion to its nascent energy of an entire small asteroid or Kuiper body. And all
of that would take you no farther than the nearest thousand stars.

But from Isis, aliving world at the periphery of the human diaspora, athousand new stars became (at
least theoreticdly) ble. I9sdidn’t have the industria base to support even asingle outward-bound
Higgslaunch, not yet, but the time would come. Already salf-reproducing Turing factories had colonized
theicy fringes of the Isan system, building planetary interferometersto scout likely stars. Already,
remensors and industrid robots had begun digging into sdected cometary bodies, hollowing them out for
the Higgs launches that would happen, if al went well, in fifty or ahundred years. Chaiahersdf might well
live another hundred or two hundred years; she might see some of these great public works cometo
fruition.

In the meantime the daily work of Humantown went on: tending robots, harvesting food and
medicinds from the wilderness, writing and revising Turing protocols, making sense of the strange ISan
bios. And the smplework of living. Making love, making babies; growing up, even dying.

Getting married.

In the morning she went to the Universdist chapd with Gray for abrief rehearsd: essentidly awak
up the aide, afeigned exchange of yubiwa (finger rings made of gold mined from the mountains by
robots), the pronunciation of the banns. Weddings were a Terrestria custom; rel ations among Martians
and Kuiper folk were morefluid, lessforma. Not that a Universalist ceremony was exactly formal.
Universalism was not even redly ardigioninthe old sense. Its only dogmawas a prescribed humility in
the face of the mygteries of the natura world, the unfathomables of ultimate beginning and ultimate end.
Itsicon was ablack circle: the abyss, the primordia sngularity; the infinitely receding spacetime of a
black hole.

Chaiawaked listlesdy through the rehearsa. She noticed, but could not bring hersdlf to care, when
Gray exchanged glances with Rector Gooding, their express ons reflecting—what? Disappointment?
Doubt? Had she been too restrained, too distant? Maybe it would be better if Gray came to doubt her
sncerity. Then maybe he could set aside the quest that had consumed him for dmost twenty years: to
recreate and remarry the woman he had married once on Earth, the other Chaia Martine, her old
shadow-sdlf.

After therehearsal she pled fatigue and left Gray at the chapdl. She would go home and re<t, she
sad. A lie. Instead she went to see Werner Eastman, determined to confront the mystery of her madness
before she married Gray Mclnnes and perhaps widowed him again, afate he hardly deserved.

“How much do you know about thefirst Isian colonists?” Werner asked, sipping coffee from ashiny
blue mug.

Hewasn't at the tunndl excavation today. He wasin hislaboratory in the medical-biological complex,
alarge space strewn with Isian bones and fossils, insects killed and mounted on card stock, loose
terminal scrollswith cladistic charts sketched onto them. There was another human skull section on the
tablein front of him. Chaia carefully avoided looking at it, lest it cal her name.

“Not much,” she said. “Just what you learn in school. They weren't hardened against the bios. They
died.”

“More or less correct. Did you know one of the original research stations was located just west of
here? The ruins were cleared for farmland thirty years ago—the old hands wanted to preserveit asa
historical site, but we were outvoted. We saved what we could from the antique data-storage systems,
however, anything that hadn’t been hopeesdy corrupted by weather and time.”

“Do you know who that is?” Chaia asked, meaning the skull fragment that lingered in her periphera
vison likeawarning sgn.

“I think s0,” Werner said. He sounded pleased with himsdf at this bit of detective work—he had
obvioudy been ransacking the archives. “I think what we have here are the remains of ayoung Terrestrial



woman named Zoe Fisher.”

Chaiadidn’t recognize the name, though perhaps she had heard it once long ago—it seemed familiar
inthet faraway fashion.

“Zoe Fisher,” Werner continued, “was out in the wild-wood testing new isolation and
immune-enhancement technol ogies when the research ation logt its perimeters and went hot. She missed
the evacuation. She was abandoned on Isis, captured by the local diggers and carried into their warren,
where she died and was presumably devoured.”

Thediggersdidn’t like fresh mesat. They preferred their victuals predigested by decay enzymes.
Ghastly, Chaiathought. Sheimagined, far too vividly, that early explorer, Zoe Fisher, lost in the woods
with no hope of rescue, the toxic bios dowly but certainly eroding her defenses.

(Had it been raining back then? It was raining today: gently, on Humantown, and fiercely, far up the
foothills of the Copper Mountains. Thefirgt explorers had never even felt the touch of 1sian rain on their
skin. Without their barriers of sted and latex and smartgel sthey had been horribly vulnerable; asingle
drop of rain contained enough Isian disease vectorsto kill one of them literaly within minutes.)

She thought of Zoe Fisher, logt intherain, dragged unwilling into the degp and foul complexities of
the digger tunnels. The picture was almost too vivid in her mind, too painfully close.

“Anawful way todie,” Chaiasad.

“Shewas ddlirious a the end. In away, dmost happy.”

Ddlirious, Chaiathought. Like me. “How do you know that?’

“Shewasin sporadic radio contact with another colonist. Some fragments of her diaogue were
stored to loca cyberspace and recovered when we archived the ruins. Zoe Fisher thought the bios of the
planet had somehow entered her mind—that is, she believed shewastaking to Issitsdf. And not just
Iss. All the living worlds of the galaxy, linked by some kind of shadowy quantum connection on the
celular levd.”

Chaiawas startled.

The bios, shethought. The voice of the forest. Had the voice of the forest spoken to Zoe Fisher,
down there in the darkness of the digger middens?

She sad carefully, “ Could there be any truth to that?’

Werner smiled. “1 doubt it. We have some evidence that DNA-based life soread through the galaxy
inadow panspermia—at least that’ s the prevailing theory. But asfar as we know, the only objects that
can communicate at greater than relativistic gpeed are highly-engineered particle-pair links. Certainly not
microscopic unicels”

She had dreamed, had she nat, of the way amind grows out of the chemically-charged spaces
between neurons? Wdl, how e se might amind grow? In the bios of aplanet? In the stew of virtual
particles seething in the vacuum between the stars?

“Butit’'spossble” shewhispered, “ign'tit?’

“WEéll, no, probably not. Zoe Fisher wasn't abiologist or aphysicist, and she wasn't exactly
presenting a scientific thesis. But she was an orphan, and she talked about Earth as an ‘ orphan planet;
cut off somewhere from the galactic bios. Essentidly, she wastalking about hersdf. Sheimagined she'd
found the family she' d never had, evenif it wasafamily of inconceivably vast intelligences.”

But that’ s glib, Chaiathought. That’ s not the whole story. It can’t be.

Nor was any of this the reason she had come to see Werner Eastman. He sat patiently, sharing the
room with her, waiting for her to spesk. The slence grew weighty until at last she confessed: “I'm
worried about Gray. What | might be doing to him.”

Werner’ s expression softened. He became akind of father again, and she felt unbearably young and
unbearably londly next to him. “Chaia,” he said. “Maybe you should be worried about yourself.”

“No...it'sGray.” She pictured Gray theway she had seen him last night, curled in bed, vulnerable for
al hishusky sze. “Helost meonce....”

“Chaia, that’snot true. | know Gray seesit that way. The ChaiaMartine you used to be... the
woman who amost died in theriver...Gray loved her deeply. He' s never abandoned the hope that some
part of her would resurface in you. But that’s smply not going to happen. Y ou’ rewhat that Chaia



Martine might have been, if she had been born and raised on Isis. That'sall, and it ought to be enough. If
he loved you on that basis, | would bless the marriage. But what moves Gray is acombination of lossand
guilt. Hemisses hiswife, and he blames himself because he couldn’t save her from theriver. He thinks he
should have been out there with her in that awful storm, tying down beacon pylons. Well, he can’'t go
back and rescue her. So he' sdoing the next best thing. He's marrying the woman he will dways think of,
on somelevd, asChaia sghost.”

“No one has ever been nicer to methan Gray.”

“And he'll go on being niceto you, year after year, and concealing his disappointment, year after
year. And you deserve better than that.”

Maybe. But Werner had failed to grasp the subtlety, the nuance of her relationship with Gray. | am
not adiagram, she thought. I’'m not one of your cladistic charts.

“I think my memory’s coming back,” she said, surprising hersdlf.

“Pardon me?’

“My memory of Earth. Of being that other ChaiaMartine.”

Gray shook his head sadly. “It can’t happen, Chaia. It's even less plausible than the idea of talking
planets”

“| saw Brussdsin avideostory last night. And | recognized it. Not, you know, from a photograph or
abook. | knew I’d been there. | had walked those streets.”

“Brussdls? On Earth?’

It sounded ridiculous—another delus on—but she blushed and nodded.

“Chala, that couldn’t be a genuine memory.”

“Why not?’

“| was one of your thergpists, remember? Y ou ought to read your own file more closely. Chaia
Martine was born and lived in Brisbane. She was educated in the Emigre Academy in Near Earth Orbit
from the age of ten, then traveled to the Kuper Bdlt for pre-Isian training. She couldn’t have seen
Brussels becauise she was never there.”

Anlsan day isdightly longer than the Terrestria day. The circadian rhythms of the colonists had
been adjusted to suit. Still, something in the ancient human biology took notice of the discrepancy .
Afternoonswere long; nights could be endless,

Chaiawent to bed alone, far later than she had planned. Her head was throbbing. A thousand
half-formed ideas flickered through her mind. She fell adeep amost inadvertently, between one fevered
notion and the next.

A rattle of thunder woke her degp in the belly of the night.

Storms came hard out of the west thistime of year, rolling over the basinlands toward the spine of the
continent. Wind whispered around the facets of her personal shelter.

Y ou ought to read your own file more closely, Werner had said. But she never had, had she? She
had explicitly avoided learning very much about the Chaia Martine who had once inhabited this body, the
Terrestria woman who had married Gray Mclnnes once long ago. .. not because she was incurious but
because that woman was dead, and it was better, her therapists had insisted, not to disturb her ghost, not
to confuse the issue of her own fragileidentity.

But perhaps some ghosts needed disturbing.

Seepless, Chaiatook her persond scroll into her 1ap and addressed the Humantown archives.

She had been trained in archival management and it was smple enough for her to scroll into the
medica and personne records and root out ChaiaMartine' s detailed curriculum vitae. Chaila Martine—
that Chaia Martine—had been groomed from birth for ISsduty. Biologically, she was the daughter of a
Catal onian peasant couple who bartered a half-dozen viable embryos to the State Service in exchange
for tax relief. She had been decanted in Brisbane and educated under the Colonial Necessities Act; her
speciaty had been agricultural genning and management, askill lost to her now. She had met and married
the young Gray Mclnnes at the orbital Emigre Academy.

And she had never been to Brussals.



Could there have been an unscheduled or unrecorded vacation? Well, perhaps so; but she doubted
it. The State Service kept excellent records, especidly in the case of aduty ward like ChaiaMartine. If
Chaia Martine had seen Brussdls without registering the journey in her daily records, it represented a
triumph of intrigue.

But Chaia Martine was nobody’ srebel. She gave every evidence of being happy in her work. The
prospect of traveling to Iss had apparently pleased her enormoudy. As had her marriage to Gray
Mclnnes.

Then had come the Higgs trandation, her first year on the planet, the terrible storm, her stupid
heroism, lashing beacon pylons against the wind when the robots were disabled, and inevitably suffering
for it—dying for it, essentidly, when her skull was split and (according to the medicd record) “large
portions of the left and right parietal and occipital [obes were completely obliterated, with attendant
massive blood loss and the penetration of untreated river water through the pontine and lumbar cisterns.”

They could have let her body die, but enough of ChaiaMartine remained intact that triage protocols
dictated a cerebral rebuild. And thus the new Chaia Martine was born. With Gray Mclnnes, no doubt,
weeping at her bedside.

Gray had avoided her assiduoudly for thefirst twelve years of her new life, because she had been,
neurologicaly, achild—maturing in her adult body more rapidly than any norma child, but achild
nevertheless. But he had remained loyd to her.

A loyaty born of guilt and grief, if Werner Eastman wasto be believed.

But Gray loves me, Chaiathought. She had seen it athousand times, in the way helooked at her, the
way he held her. A love complete and forgiving and therefore terrible in its weight.

She scrolled deegper into the archives now, searching the name Zoe Fisher.

Zoe, the doomed colonist who had died in the digger warrens. Y es, here was Zoe, the records
fragmentary, rescued from decaying atomic memory abandoned for years or pieced together from
Terredtrid records equally incomplete. But enough to sense the shape of Zoe Fisher, aclona baby raised
in the hothouse politics of twenty-second-century Earth, young, fragile, terribly naive. Zoe Fisher, born
into a Devices and Personnel créchein North America; logt for atimein the brothels of Tehran; educated
in Paris, Madrid, Brussels—

Brusss,

Fat drops of rain pelted her face. Chaiahardly noticed them. The rain was bad, but the rain would
inevitably get worse. A ridge of low pressure was flowing from the west, moisture from the equatoria
oceans breaking against the Copper Mountains like avast, dow wave.

Shewaked asif in atrance and found hersalf once more in the wildwood.

Had she been dreaming? Walking in her degp? Shewas aonein the forest, well before dawn inthe
rainy dark. The darkness was nearly absolute; even with her corneal enhancements she could see only
the scrim of foliage around her, and aglint that must have been the Copper River far down adope of
rock and dipgrass.

It was dangerousto be out at night in thisweather. Therain and wind madeit impossiblefor her
insect-sized guardian remensors to follow her. She could not even say where she was or how she had
come here, except that it looked like, now that she thought of it, the glade, her private glade where she
came to be aone—the glade where she had seen the spiders take a human shape.

The spiders.

Chaiaheard arustly movement behind her.

Sheturned, knowing what she must expect to see.

Shewas not afraid thistime; or if she was, the fear was submerged in athousand other
incomprehensible fedings. She turned and saw the looming bulk of something aslarge as hersdif. It
glisened in therain that rushed from the forest canopy leaf-by-leaf, reflecting the firefly lamps she wore
on her clothing. Its darkness was a degp amber darkness, and it smelled earthy and familiar.

She understood, now, that this was not something the spiders had done. The spiderswere smply a
vehicle. They were moved by something else, something vastly larger, something which had taken Zoe



Fisher to itsincomprehensible breast a hundred years ago and had recreated her now for some dire and
essentia purpose.

The cresture spoke.

And ChaiaMartine, a last, was ready to listen.

Gray Mclnnesfound her in the glade alittle before dawn, shivering and semiconscious; he carried her
back through the wind-tossed forest to Humantown, to the infirmary, where she was dressed in warm
hospital whites and put to bed with graduated doses of some gentle anxiolytic drug.

Chaiadept long and hard, obliviousto the wild wind begting at the shelters of Humantown.

Shewas aware, periodically, of the doctors at her bedside, of Gray (from time to time) or Werner
Eastman, and once she thought she saw her therapy-mother Lizabeth Chopra, though nowadays Lizabeth
worked in the orbital station a hundred miles above the Isan equator, so this must have been adream.

She dreamed congtantly and copioudly. She dreamed about the ten million worlds of the Galactic
Bios

Zoe had explained dl thisto her in the glade above the Copper River.

Before the Earth was born, smple unicdlular life had swept acrossthe galaxy in adow but
inexorable panspermia. It waslife doing what life dways did, adapting to diverse environments, hot and
frozen worlds, theicy rings of starsor their torrid inner planets. And al of thislife carried within it
something Zoe caled a*“resonance,” aconnection that linked every cdll to every sbling cdl intheway
coherent subatomic particleslinked IS sto Earth.

Lifewas pervasive, and lifewas amedium (immense, invisble) in which, intime, mindsgrew. Minds
like flowersin asunny meadow, Static but etheredly beautiful.

Chaiawas awake when the doctor (it was Dr. Plemyanikov, she saw, who wore a beard and sang
tenor at the weekly Universaist services) told her he would be taking asample of her cerebrospina fluid
for andyss.

She fet the needlein her neck just as the robotic anasthistat eased her back into dreamtime.

Y ou have to warn them , Zoe Fisher inssted.

Thewadlsof theclinic rattled with rain.

When she woke again, she found that the drugs, or something, had enhanced her sense of hearing.
She could hear the rain battering the clinic with renewed intensity. She could hear the blood pulsing
through her body. She could hear a cart rattling down the corridor outside her room. And she could hear
Dr. Plemyanikov in the corridor with Werner Eastman, discussing her case.

— The contamination must have taken place during her initid injuries, Pemyanikov said, dmost
twenty yearsago ....

She opened her eyes deepily and saw that Gray Mclnneswas with her, occupying achair a her
bedside. He smiled when he found her looking at him. “The doctorstell me you' ve been sick.”

— Some microorganism we didn’t manage to flush out of her body after she was rescued from the
river al those years ago, something dmaost unimaginably subtle and elusive. Lying dormant, or worse,
riding on her neurologicd rebuild, feeding onit. A miracleit didn’t kill her....

The mindsthat grew on and between the living worlds of the galaxy were sentient, but it wasnot a
human sentience— it was nothing like a human sentience. Human sentience was anovety, an accident.
Once the minds of the Bios understood this, understood that mind could grow inside the bodies of
animals, they regretted the deaths I9s had imposed on her first colonists and had attempted some small
restitution by absorbing the mind of Zoe Fisher.

Gray Mclnnestook Chaia s hand and smiled. “Y ou should have told me you were having problems.

— Oncewelocalized and identified the infectious agent, it was Smple enough to engineer acure.....

Zoe Fisher had lived ingde the Isian bios for more than a century, without body or location,
preserved as aghost, or aspecimen, or an ambassador, or apet—or some combination of all these
things. She had even learned to control the local biosalittle, in ways that never would have occurred to



its native minds. The spiders, for instance, that had spoken to Chaia, or the ddlicately manipulated unicells
that had invaded Chaia s broken skull and had made her meseting with Zoe possible.

“Chaia, there’ snothing to be afraid of. Because the doctors say they can cure—"

— curethe dementia—

The meeting was important, because humanity needed to know that it was expanding into territory
aready occupied by minds hugdly strange and not necessarily benign, minds diffuse and achingly beautiful
but so different from human minds that their motives and desires could not dways be predicted. The
history of the future would be the history of the interaction between mankind and the Bios, between
orphaned humanity and its ancient progenitors.

Gray said, “1 couldn’t deep because of the storm. Too many bad memories, | guess. So | headed for
the robotics bay to get alittle work done. | saw thelight in your shelter, but when | knocked and no one
answered...”

— Infact, Pemyanikov said, we' ve dready administered avaccine ...

It was dl aive with voices: the spaces between the stars, the spaces between any two living cdlls.
Thethingsthat live there are the Lords of the Bios, Zoe had said, but they’ re invisible to human beings,
and you haveto tell people, Chaia, tell people about the Bios, warn people....

“So | had the Humantown computer locate you, and | knew there was something wrong because you
were out in the woods in a storm—God knows why—"

— Shewasrapidly approaching acrisis, and if Gray Mclnnes hadn’t brought her out of therain —

“But thistime,” Gray said, unable to conced his pleasure, the gratification that welled out of him like
fast white river water, “thistime | wasn't too late.”

— Fortunately the vaccineis dready doing itswork —

And something lurched inside Chaia, the voices fading now, even Zo€ s strange and urgent voice, the
voice of the forest, growing dim and oddly distant, and the word cure hung in her consciousnesslike a
bright unpleasant light, and she struggled against the watery pressure of the sedatives and tried to tell
Gray what was wrong, why they mustn’t cure her, but al she could manage was “No, not like this, not
this” before thetide of drugstook her and she dept again.

The storm broke during the night. By morning the winds had gentled. The air was cool, and the
clouds were rag-ends and afterthoughts in the blue Isan sky.

It had been postponed amonth while Chaiarecovered, but in the end the wedding was asmple and
pretty ceremony.

The vaccine had flushed the infection from her body. Her halucinations were as distant now as bad
dreams, fading memories, feverish delusions, and she knew who shewas: she was ChaiaMartine,
nothing more, and she was marrying the man who loved her.

She walked up the aide with Gray Mclnnes—good and loya Gray, who had finaly saved her from
theriver. Rector Gooding stood beneath the black circle that was the symbol of the Mysteries and said
the binding words. Then Gray took the golden yubiwafrom afiligreed box, and he placed onering on her
finger and she placed one on his, and they kissed.

She wasfully recovered, the doctors had told her. She was sane now. The delusions were finished,
and she recognized them as symptoms of her lingering illness, refractions of half-learned hitory, a
peculiarly 1san madness that had ridden into her brain when she was opened to the planet like a broken
€go.
She left the church with Gray at her Sde, flower petas strewn at her feet, and she thought nothing of
the spider that had nested at the side of the rectory, or the sound of the wind in the brellatrees, or the
white clouds that moved through the clearing sky like the letters of an unknown language.

Built Upon the



Sandsof Time

MICHAEL F. FLYNN

Michael Flynn'sfirst story appeared in Analog in 1984, and, according to the Encyclopedia of
Science Fiction, he “ soon became identified as one of the most sophisticated and stylistically
acute 1980s Analog regulars.” A statistician by profession, in hisfiction Flynn isinterested in
technology and the people who work with it. So he's a perfect match for the traditional image of
the hard SF writer, except that his interest in characterization goes deeper than most. His first
novel was In the Country of the Blind (1990), now revised and reissued in hardcover in 2001; his
second novel was Fallen Angels (1991) in collaboration with Larry Niven and Jerry Pournelle. His
third, The Nanotech Chronicles (1991), is a series of linked stories. His major work of the 1990s
began with Firestar (1996), Rogue Sar (1998), Lodestar (2000) and Falling Star (2001), four
volumes in an ongoing future history, done in a very Heinleinesgue manner. Many of his best
stories, including the excellent novella “ Melodies of the Heart,” are collected in The Forest of
Time and Other Sories (1997).

“ Built Upon the Sands of Time” is Flynn the Analog writer doing a bar story about scientists
and ordinary people. It is notable for its characterization, humor, scientific twist, and also asa
contrast to the Nancy Kress story “ To Cuddle Amy.” There were a number of excellent SF stories
about parents and parenting this year and thisis also one of the best of that strain.

A wise man once said that we can never step in the sameriver twice. A very wise man, indeed; because
by that he did not mean we should refrain from bathing, as some haf-wits at the Irish Pub have
suggested, but that times change and the same circumstances are never fully repeated. Y ou are not the
same person you were yesterday; nor am |.

But perhapsthat old Greek was not haf so wise as he thought. Perhaps you cannot step into the
sameriver even once; and you may not be the same person yesterday asyou were yesterday.

Friday nights at the Irish Pub are busier than a husband whose wife has come home early. When The
O Nell and mysdlf arrived, the neighborhood crowd was there bending elbows with the Universty folks
from down the street and making, asthey liketo say, ajoyful noise. It was so busy, infact, that
Hennesey, O Daugherty’ s partner, had joined him behind the bar and even so they were barely keeping
ahead of the orders. There were another dozen or so boyosin the back room, watching the progress of
the pool table and providing encouragement or not to the players, as the case might be. The O Nell
placed his chalenge by laying aquarter down on the rail and promised to call mein for agame as soon
as hewon the table. Then he set himself to study the opposition. Seeing as how the quarters were lined
up on therail like so many communion children, | knew it would be along, sad time before | held acuein
my hand, so | took myself back out to the bar.

O Daugherty Himsdlf was awise man, for he had saved astool for my stting and, more quickly than
| could order it, had placed a pint of Guinness before me. O Daugherty isaman who knows his manners,
and his customers, aswell. After apolite nod to the man on my right, whom I did not know, | occupied
mysdf with the foamy stout.

Hennesey was a contrast to his partner. Where O Daugherty was short, dark, and barrel-chested,
Hennesey wastall, fair, and dour, one of the “red-haired race” from the North of Irdland. Hislong, thick,
drooping face seemed aways on the verge of tears, though never quite crossing over into the real thing.
His shoulders were stooped because, tall as he was, he had to bend over to communicate with the
common ruck. He gave me asmile, which for him conssted of raising the corners of his mouth from the
vicinity of hischinto anearly horizontal postion. | hoisted my own mugin reply.

But no sooner had | taken thefirgt, bitter sip than | heard Doc Mooney, on the far side of the oval
bar, complain. Initsdlf, thiswas no unusud thing, snce complaint isthe blood and spit of the man. But the



nature of his complaint was morethan alittle out of the ordinary.

“Which of ye spalpeens,” he cried, “has taken my javbone?’

Danny Mulloney, sitting two stoolsto his|eft, looked at him. “Why, no one, you omadhaun, seeing as
how you're dlill flapping it.”

Doc gave him the squint-eye. “It’snot my own jawbone I’ m speaking of, yelout; asyou would
know if you applied what little thought you haveto it; but the jawbone we keep at the medica school for
purposes of demongtration. | had put it in my pocket when | left for the day.”

“Ah,” said Danny with asad shake of his head, “and | would hate to be your wife, then, after turning
out your pocketsfor the laundering. Sure, a pathologist should never take hiswork home with him.”

Therewasaripple of laughter a our end of the bar. | confessthat | smiled, mysdlf, thoughitismy
constant purpose never to encourage the wit of Danny Mulloney.

Doc turned a shade darker and tapped the bar top with a tiff finger. “1 had set it right there, and now
itisgone. Someone hastakeniit.”

“Youweren't thinking of leaving it asatip, Doc?’ | asked, getting into the spirit of the thing.

Doc gave mealook of betrayd. Et tu, Mickey? But Himself spoke up, atwinklein hiseye. “1t would
depend, I’ m thinking, on how many teeth were yet in the jaw. Placed under my pillow, it might draw a
tidy sum from theweefolk.”

Hennesey only shook hishead at the blathering of mortals. “Now, who would wish to steal such a
thing?’ he asked, contrabasso.

“Samson,” Danny suggested, “were there any Philistines about?’ Danny being of ardigiousframe of
mind, aBiblical example came mogt naturaly to him.

Doc, who knows alittle of Scripture himself, leaned past the poor man who sat between him and
Danny and consequently had to listen to the argument with both his ears, and said sweetly, “Nor isit your
own jawbone we re speaking of.”

“Thereistoo much foam,” said the man sitting between them.

Both Danny and Doc pulled away, puzzled at the nonce of the sequitur. Himself reared up. “Too
much foam, d’you say? Why, | give honest measure; and the man who says| do notisaliar.”

The man blinked severa times. “What? Oh.” He glanced at the sturdy glass mug before him. “Oh,
no, | did not mean your fine beer. | was responding to this gentleman’ s question concerning his jawbone.
| meant the quantum foam.”

Hennesey scratched hisjaw. “The quantum foam, isit? And that would be an Audtralian beer?’

“No. | mean the timelessnessthat came *before’ the Big Bang. We cdll it the quantum foam.”

O Daugherty drew afresh mug and set it down with aflourish before the man. “ Sure and it isworth
the price of agood pint to hear what connection there might be between the Big Bang and Doc
Mooney’sjawbone.”

Doc protested again, “1t' s not my jawbone,” but no one paid him any heed.

“Well,” said the man, “not to the jawbone, but to the disappearance of the jawbone.” He seemed
hestant and alittle sad. For amoment, he managed to make even Hennesey look cheerful. Then he
sighed and picked up themug. “It' slikethis” he said.

“My nameis Owen fitzHugh. | am aphysicig a the University, but my hobby has always been the
oddities of the Universe. Quirks, aswell as quarks, as a colleague of mine hasremarked...

“One of these quirksiswhat | call ‘ phantom recollections’ and * causeless objects.” Non-Thomigtic
events, if you must have afine philosophica namefor it. Have you ever looked in vain, asyour friend
here, for an object you clearly recal having placed in acertain spot? Or, conversdy, found small objects
for which you cannot account? Or recalled tel ephone numbers or appointments that turned out not to
exig?

“I had akey on my key chain, once,” said Maura Lafferty, “that | did not recognize and that fit no
lock that | own. | fill have no ideawhereit came from.”

“I had adate onetime with Bridey Lynch,” said Danny, “but when | called on her, she had no
recollection of it.”

Doc made an evil grin. “Why, thereisno mystery at al inthat.”



FitzHugh nodded. “ They are usudly small objects or bits of information, these anomalies of mine.
Usudly, when we notice them at dl, we ascribe them to afaulty recollection; but I'm anatural contrarian.
| wondered: What if it isthe Universe, and not oursalves, that sometimes forgets.”

Danny and Doc flanked the poor man with abookend of skeptical looks. Danny, | was sure,
believed in God' s Infdlible Memory; while Doc reasoned from the predictability of Naturd Law. Still
their thoughts had cometo rest in the same place. Himsdlf shifted his apron and cocked hishead in
interest. “Now what might that mean?’

“Higory iscontingent,” said fitzHugh.

Himself nodded. “Aye, 0itis” But Danny scratched hisheed. “If itis, I’ ve never caught it.” Doc
leaned past the unfortunate physicist once more.

“Hesaid ‘ contingent,” not * contagious.””

FitzHugh looked at Danny. “1 should have said that history isachain of cause-and-effect,” he said.
“One event leads to others, and then to till others. Often, great events hinge on small occurrences.”

Wilson Cartwright, ahistory professor at the University, spoke up from the booth behind fitzHugh.
“That’ sgospd truth. In 1862, a Confederate courier lost a copy of Le€ stroop dispositions. Two Union
foragers found them and McClelan managed—barel y—to win the battle of Antietam, which gave
Lincoln the opportunity to issue the Emancipation Proclamation. And when the news of the Proclamation
reached England, the cabinet reversed its decision to intervene on the Confederate Sde. In consequence
of which...”Helifted hisdrink in saluteto the bar. “ ... my great-grandpappy became afree man.”

Hennesey nodded. “ Damet me Main the same way. Another small chance—though the outcome
was not so momentous as war and freedom. He was on the run—. Thiswas during the Troubles, when
the Big Fellaand the Long Fella had their row—bad cessto’ em both—and Da, he found himself inon
thewrong side. O Daugherty, you know what I’'m speskin’ of, and enough has been said about that. Da
took himsdf to the Waterford hillsand, finding himsalf at a crossroads, tossed acoin. The shilling sent
him to Ballinahinch, whereme oI’ Gran was keeping a pub in those days and Mawaited tables. Now Da
was not the man to pass a pub without a drop of the creature, so he stopped and...” The man’slong,
doughy faceturned adeep red. “...herel am. Had the shilling read tails, he was a dead man, for his
enemies were waiting down the other road. Asit was, what with one thing and another...” And he
pointed with his drooping chin to the photograph on the wall opposite, where afar younger Hennesey
and O Daugherty stood side by sidein black-and-white, stern-faced splendor, arms crossed and legs
akimbo before the newly opened Irish Pub.

Doc Mooney raised hispint. “1 have dways thought you an unlikely man, Hennesay.”

“But that' sjust the point,” fitzHugh said. * Everything isunlikdly... and thereforefragile.”

“‘Fragile’ ” said Himsdlf. “A curiousword.”

“Fragile,” said fitzZHugh with an affirmative nod. “ Because the dightest bump and....Y ou see, the
quantum foam is subject to sudden, spontaneous disturbances. These create ‘ probability waves inthe
continuum that propagate down the time stream creating anew past. The old past is obliterated. Asit
wasin the beginning, is not, and never more shall be.”

Himself scowled abit at the altered quotation, but Danny Mulloney brightened, which isaways abad
sgn. “Do you meanto say,” he said. “Do you mean to say that al those dinosaur fossils and such might
have been put in the ground only afew thousand years ago?’

FitzHugh blinked and looked thoughtful. “ Certainly, it's conceivable,” he said dowly. “Y es. Suppose
that evolution originaly followed a different course—perhaps those strange Burgess Shde creatures |’ ve
read of won out over our own familiar phyla, and after atime strange things stalked the Earth of sixty
million years ago—things that never held the promise of man. Then, abubble burgtsin thefoam and a
probability wave ripples down the timeline—and now dinosaurs leave their bonesin the mud instead of
things with no names. So, yes, in one sense, this new past could have been laid down afew thousand
years ago; but in another sense, once it had been laid down, it had aways been there.”

Danny pursed hislips, for | do not think he had envisioned a different evolution when heraised his
question. Meanwhile, aripple of wisely nodding heads showed the incomprehens on propagating around
the oval bar. FitzHugh noticed and said, “ Perhaps a sketch will clear it up.” He seized anapkin and



immediately began to doodle on it. Sitting as| was on thefar side, | could not see what he sketched and
Hennesey, noting my frustration, waved me insde the Sacred Oval. “Here,” he said, handing me abar
gpron. “ "Tisabusy night and we can usethe help.” Then he set off to the front end of the bar to tend to
theraging thirdt there.

Tying the gpron, | stepped acrossin timeto hear fitzHugh say, “ Thiswas the continuum inits origina
gate.” | glanced at the napkin and saw he had written:

“Then, aquantum disturbance dters event A to event A*. A stray chronon—aquantum of
time—emitted from the foam, strikeslike abilliard ball.” He turned to Dr. Cartwright, who had |ft his
booth to stand behind him. * Perhaps your Confederate courier, Wilson, doesn't drop his packet.” He
held up the napkin again.

The big historian looked thoughtful, and nodded. Maura Lafferty, who had aso joined thelittle group
at the back end of the bar, leaned over the man’s shoulder. “Why did you add the ‘D’ 7’

“Oh, time doesn’t Stop just because thereisabit of redecorating going on,” fitzHugh said. “The
presentis... cal it the‘bow wave of the Big Bang, plowing through formlessnessand leaving timein its
wake. But behind it is coming the ‘ bow wave' of the new version, dtering dl the origina consequences of
A. When the wave front reaches B, event B *unhappens.” Something else—call it G—happensinstead.”

“Why G?’ Danny asked, frowning over the sketch. “Why not cal it B?’

“It doesn’'t matter what he cdlsit, ye spapeen,” said Doc Mooney.

FitzHugh grimaced. “Actudly, it does. | don’t want to imply that B happens differently —because it
might not happen at dl.”

Cartwright bobbed hishead. “That’ sright. If McClellan hadn't intercepted Lee s orders, it wouldn’t
have changed the outcome of Antietam. There wouldn't have been abattle at Antietam. McClelan only
attacked there because he had Lee s orders. Without them, there would have been a different battle at
some other time and place.”

| scratched my head. “So why didn’t you dter C, D and E?

“Because the wave front hasn't ‘ caught up’ to them yet.” He busied himsdlf at the napkin. “Here, this
isthen next quantum of time, the next parasecond.”

“You'll notice that the origina causal chainisgill propagating itsdf, and event E hasled to event F.
But the revision is catching up. Change waves move faster than one second per second—just as water
moves faster down a channel dready dug than it does across virgin ground—abut you redly need two
different kinds of timeto talk about it intelligently. Eventually, the change wave reaches the present,
mergesinto the origind Big Bang wave, and therevision is complete.” He held the napkin up onelast
time

“Even our memories are reconfigured,” he said. “ Theright ripple and... who knows?\We might be
gtting herediscussng Leg svictory.”

“You might be,” said Cartwright dryly.

Doc Mooney rubbed his chin and frowned. “1 see aproblem,” he said. He spoke with achuckle, as
if he suspected hisleg of being pulled. “If our memories are reconfigured, how could we possbly know
the past was ever different?’

The shadow passed over fitzHugh' sface once more. “Normaly...wewouldn’t.”

Doc Mooney dapped hisforehead. “Now, | am an old fool. | had started to put the jawbone into my
jacket pocket, then | laid it back on my desk.” Defiance flashed. “ And it has been sitting back therein
thelab, dl dong,” heindsted.

FitzHugh nodded with solemn fish-eyes. “Y es. Though perhapsnot ‘dl dong.’ If a the very moment
you laid the jawbone on the bar, a change wave * caught up’ with the present, you would have for abare
ingtant two conflicting memories. A fragment of the origina memory can survive and you Sit hereat ‘L’
remembering abit of ‘F,” instead of ‘K.” The French have aword for it...” He snapped hisfingers,
searching for theword.

“Merde?” suggested Doc innocently.

“Dgavu?’ sad Maura.

FitzHugh shook his head. “No. D§avu is when the change wave does not affect your own persona



history, so instead of afossil memory, you have an ingant of remembering the same thing twice.” He
looked at each of us, and it seemed to methat his eyes held immeasurable lonelinessin them. “That's
why these phantom memories almost awaysinvolvetrivia” He shrugged, looked off at the corner. “Only
anidlefancy. Who can say?’

Himsdf lifted fitzHugh' s now-empty mug and cradled it in hishands. He gave the physicist an intent
look. “ Almogt dways,” he said, with asuggestive pause at the end.

FitzHugh shook his head and gestured at the mug. “ An-other, please.”

“Perhgps,” said Himsdlf, “it would be better if you let it pour out instead of in.”

(“What'she mean?’ Danny asked. “Wisht,” said Doc.)

Someone put “ The Reconciliation Red” on the juke box and fitzHugh winced asthe wild skirling of
whistles and fiddlesfilled the room. Some of the old neighborhood shouted Hoo! and began to clap their
hands. “You'll think I'm afool. Deluded.”

Himsdf shrugged. “Doesit matter if we do?’

“Sure,” said Doc Mooney, “wedl think that Danny hereisadeluded fool; but that doesn’'t stop me
from buying him a beer now and then.”

Danny, who could be quick on the uptake when the stakes were high, held his mug out to me and
sad, “You heard him.”

Sure, it isnot often that Doc is hoist by his own petard, but he had the good grace to accept it
chearfully. Whilel filled Danny’ s mug, fitzHugh looked on someinner placein hissoul.

“You see” fitzHugh sad finaly, “the brain stores memories both holographicaly and associatively.
Because the memory isahologram, one may recapture the entirety from a surviving fragment; and
because they are ‘filed’ associatively, one recovered memory may lead to others. These shards of
overwritten memorieslie embedded in our minds like junk genesin our DNA, an explanation perhaps for
doriesof ‘past lives ; for false memory syndrome; or for inexplicable fugues or personality changes
or...Or....” He paused again and shuddered. “ Ah, God, what have | done?’

“Something,” O Daugherty suggested, “that needs ahearing.”

“Fromthelikes of you?’

Himself took no offense. “From thelikes of us,” he agreed, “ or the likes of Father McDevitt.”

FitzHugh bowed his head. There had been fear in his eye, and sorrow, and despair. | wondered what
odd confession we were about to hear, and ourselves with no power to bind or loose. Mauraplaced a
hand on hisarm. “Go on,” she urged. Cartwright rumbled something encouraging and Danny had God' s
grace to keep his mouth shut.

Findly, fitzZHugh drew a shuddering breath and blew it out through pursed lips. “ A man cannot be
responsible for something that never happened, can he?’

Himself shrugged. “ Responsibility isarare thing in any case: abastard child, often denied.”

“It sarted with adream,” fitzHugh said.

“Such things often do. And end there, too.”

“I'm not married,” fitzHugh said. “I never have been. There have been women from timeto time, and
we get along well enough; but there was never one to settle down with. Alwaysit wastoo early to wed;
until it becametoo late”

“It' snever too late,” O Daugherty said, “when the right one comesaong.”

FitzZHugh' ssmilewasfaint. “ That' s the very problem, you see. It may bethat she did, once. Buit...”
Melancholy closed hisface again and heinhaded along, dow breath. “I live donein ahouseinthe middie
of the block over by Thirteenth Street. It’ salittle large for my needs and the neighborhood is not the
best, but the price wasright and | enjoy the puttering. Thereisaparlor, adining room and kitchen, plus
two bedrooms, one of which | use as an office. From the kitchen, a stairway leads to arough, unfinished
basement.

“Recently, | began to have arecurring dream. It dways sarts the same way. | wak through my
kitchen to the back stairwell and go down, not to my own basement, but to another house entirely, where
| walk past empty bedrooms, then akitchen with dishes piled in the Snk and agreasy patinato the stove,
coming at last to aparlor containing comfortable, out-of-style furniture. There are large windows on two



of thewalls and, in the corner, afront door. The whole of it has such an air of dust and neglect and
familiarity and long abandonment that | often find mysalf reduced inexplicably to tearswhen | awvake.”

“It was your subconscious,” said Doc, “ playing with that unfinished basement.”

FitzHugh gave abrief shake of the head. “I thought that, too; at first. Only...Wéll thefirst few
dreams, that was dll. Just aslent walk through an empty house accompanied by afeding of loss, asif |
had had these disused rooms al aong, but had forgotten about them. Once, | reached the front door
before waking up, and stepped outside. An ordinary-looking neighborhood, but no place I’ ve ever seen.
The house sat on adight rise on acorner lot. Not much traffic. If | had to guess, | would say aresidentia
neighborhood in a medium-big city, but somewhere off the mgjor thoroughfares. | travel agresat ded,
going to conferences and such, but | have never identified that city.”

He looked deeply into hisaewhiletherest of uswaited. “ The dream had acuriousair toiit. It felt
like amemory more than adream. Maybe it was the dirty dishesin the sink, or the out-of-date furniture
inthe parlor.” Another quirky smile. “If adream-world, why so drab and ordinary aone?’

| 1eft the group to answer an urgent call at the front end of the bar, where a shortage of brew
threatened severd collegians with imminent dehydration. When | returned to the discussion, fitzZHugh was
answering some question of Doc Mooney’s.

“...s0themorel thought about it and puzzled over it, the morered it grew in my mind. |
remembered things | never actudly saw in the dream. It seemed to me that the sink ought to have
separate hot and cold water faucets. And that upstairs there would be an office and a sewing room and
another bedroom. So you see, the details had the texture of memory. How could | remember those
things unlessthey werered?’

Doc pulled the squint-eye like he dways does. | think he still suspected some elaboratejoke at his
expense. “Imagination can be as detailed as memory. Y our dream left blanks and you began to fill them
in”

FitzHugh nodded. “ That' s an answer | yearn for. If only | could embraceit.”

“What happened next?’ Himsdlf prompted. “ There must be moreto it than you' ve told to account for
such amdancholy.”

The physicist drew adeep breath. “ One evening, reading at home, | became acutely aware of the
dlence. Now | am aman that likes his solitude and his peace and quiet; but just for amoment the sllence
seemed wrong, and | wondered, What's he up to?’

“Who?" asked Danny. “What was who up to?’

FitzHugh shook hishead. “1 didn’t know, then. But | glanced at the ceiling as | wondered, even
though there is nothing up there but a crawlspace and storage. And then | heard awoman’ svoice.”

“A woman, wasit?’ said Himsdf. “And saying what?’

“I don’'t know. | couldn’t make out the words, only the tone of voice. | knew that | had been
addressed, and inexplicably my heart both soared and sank. | can’t explain it any other way. It was asif |
had been yearning for that voice and dreading it, dl at once.

“Wal,” he continued, “associative memory means that one recovered memory can lead to others,;
and having found afragment of one hologram, other fragments began to surfacein my mind. | had only to
close my eyes and imagine the phantom house. With each return, it became more red, and the conviction
grew that | had lived there at one time, and not aone. V oi ces—there were two of them—grew more
distinct. Often angry, but not dways. Once, I’'m embarrassed to say, whispering asexud invitation. And
then, one day, | saw her.”

Helifted hismug to hislips, but it hovered there without him drinking as he gazed into the dark,
reflective surface. “1 was puttering in the parlor, sanding down some woodwork in order to stainit. It
was the sort of mechanical task that alows the mind to wander. And so mine did, until it seemed to me
that | wasin the kitchen of my ‘secret house,” drying disheswith atowd. A tal, straw-haired woman
was standing beside me washing them in the sink. She had the nagging near-familiarity of aonce-met
stranger. Perhaps | had seen her at aparty in college and | never got up the nerve to walk over and
introduce mysalf—only maybe, once, | did. | knew she was angry because she would shove the dishes
into my handsin that silent-aggressive way that women sometimes use. She bore the harried look of



someone once very beautiful but for whom beauty had lately become a chore. No makeup. Hair cropped
inthesmplest, most ‘practical’ style. Perhaps she blamed the me-that-was. Later, | remembered cutting
remarks. She could have been this, or she could have married that. | don’t know why she kept dipping
such hurtsinto our conversation...” He smiled ruefully. “ But thisfirst time, she turned to me and said very
digtinctly, Y ou have no ambition.’

“| was so startled that | snapped out of my daydream, and there | was, back in my own parlor.” He
grimaced, ran afinger up and down the condensate on the outside of hisglass. “Alone.”

“It sonly naturdl,” said Doc Mooney, “that aman living done might grow wistful and imaginea
married life he never had.”

FitzHugh laughed without humor. “Then why imagine such an unpleasant one?’

“Because you need to fed that you made the right choice.”

“You'reapsychiatrigt, then, and not a pathologist?’ The tones were sarcastic and Doc flushed red.
FitzHugh fel into abrown study, and fixed hiseyes on thefar wall. The rest of us, supposing the story
hed come to an unsatisfying conclusion, went about our own affairs: O Daugherty and mysdif tofilling
glasses and the others to emptying them, which division of labor made for an efficient process. Once or
twice, | glanced at fitzHugh, noted his unfocused eyes, and wondered on what inner landscape he gazed.
Thereweretearsin the rims of hiseyes. When helifted hisglassto me and sgndled, | gave Himsdf a
look and he gave me the high sign, so | switched fitzHugh' s drink to anon-alcoholic beer. | don’t think
the man ever noticed.

“I had ason,” he told me when | handed him the freshened glass. No one spoke. Doc, from
wounded pride; Danny, because of afirm headshake | gave him.

“A son, wasit?" said Himsdlf. “ Sure, that’sa comfort to aman.”

FitzHugh made aface. “Lenny was anything but acomfort. Sullen, secretive. Sddom home, even for
mesls. Lisablamed mefor that, too.”

“He was ateenager, then.”

FitzHugh started and arueful smile curled hislips. “Yes. Hewas. Isthat norma behavior for that
age? For the sake of other parents, | hope not. I’ ve remembered flashes of him mouthing off, and once
or twice I’ ve even heard echoes of the foul words he used. I’ ve another memory of a policeman standing
in the front door holding Lenny by the arm and lecturing me.” He sighed. “ Sometimes | wished we had
never met, Lisaand |; and that | had married someone else and had different children; that, well...that
everything had turned out better than it had.”

“Then it was good fortune,” | said, “that some bubble in the foam erased it.”

FitzHugh was a big man; not muscular exactly, but not frail-looking, either. Y et, hegave mea
desolate look and laid his head on his arms and began to weep. O Daugherty and mysdlf traded glances
and Wilson Cartwright said, “I know where helives. I'll drive him home.” FitzHugh raised his head.

“Sometimes, | remember other things. Huddled over akitchen table with Lisa, planning afuture full of
hope. A young boy bursting with laughter showing me a horse he had modeled out of clay. A camping
trip in the Appaachians. Holding handsin amovie theater. Feeting moments of smple pleasures. Thejoy
had all leaked out, but once upon atime... Once upon atime, there had been joy.”

A wretched tale, for who among us has not known friend or family in alike Stuation? Sure, the wine
may turn to vinegar in the bottle. And yet, who can forget how sweet it once tasted?

Himsdf nodded as he wiped aglass clean. “Are you ready to tell us now?’

FitzHugh grunted, asif struck. His eyes darted about our little group and found me. “It wasno
chance bubble,” he said, shaking his head sadly.

That gtartled me. “ Then, what—?’

“I don't know what sort of research my dream-sdalf was doing. | recall enough tantaizing bitsto
redize it was down a different avenue than I’ ve explored. But | do remember one especidly vivid dream.
| had built achronon projector.”

Doc Mooney snorted, but Himsdlf only nodded, asif he had expected it. Maura Lafferty wrinkled up
her forehead and asked, “What’ s a chronon projector?’

Frustration laced the physicist’ svoice. “I’m not sure. A deviceto excite time quanta, | think. Into the



past, of course. There' s nothing but formlessness futureward of the bow wave. Perhaps | had some
notion of sending messages to warn of tornados or disasters. | don’'t know. The projector was only a
prototype, capable only of emitting asingle chronon to asinglelocus. Enough to creste aripplein the
pond; not enough to encode amessage.” He upended his mug and drained it and set it down hard on the
bar top. “Cdl ita‘cuedtick,” if you wish. Something to send abilliard ball into the packed chronons of
yesterday and start random ricochets of cause and effect.

“Yesterday, | had no classesto teach, so | stayed hometo paint my dining room. | was thinking
about mutable time; and | had my hand raised, s0.” And he held hisright hand just before hisface.
“There must have been some congruence of my train of thought and my posture, becausein that instant |
was standing in alab before some great machine and my hand was gripping aswitch, and | remember ...
Lisaand | had had an argument over Lenny, and | remember...l remember thinking that if | projected the
chronon to the locus when Lisaand | met—to that time and place—I could create aripple in the Dirac
Seg, adisturbancein the probabilitiesand.. .1t would al never have happened. None of it. The heartache,
the bitching, the sullen ange—" Hefdl slent.

Himsdf prompted him. “And...?’

“And | awokein astrange house, silent and adlone.” He looked along way off, seeing what, | do not
know. Himsdlf laid ahand on hisarm.

“Wisht. What you had, you lost well before you threw the switch.”

FitzHugh grabbed O Daugherty’ s hand and held it tight. “But, don’t you see?| lost all the hope, too.
The memories of dl thejoy that went before; of abright-eyed five-year-old whose smile could light the
room. Of the possibility that Lisaand I might have worked it through.” He and O Daugherty exchanged a
long, mutual look. “1 owed her that, didn’'t I?1 owed it to her to try to solve our problems and not abolish
them asthingsthat never were.”

“Sure,” said Himsdlf, “the bad comes mingled with the good; and if you excisethefirgt, you losethe
other aswdl.”

“There sonething | hold onto,” fitzHugh said.

“And what' sthat?’

“That Lisas—whoever sheis, from whichever college mixer or classroom where we never met—that
inthisrevison, she' shad abetter life than the one | gave her. | hold that hope tight asashield against my
aime”

“Crime?’ said Danny. “What crime was that?’

FitzHugh wiped his eyeswith the deeve of hisjacket. “Lenny. Hewas never born. HE |l never have a
chance to grow out of hisrebellion and become a better person. Lisais out there somewhere. Lisahas...
possihilities. But thereis no Lenny. There never wasthat bright-eyed five-year-old. There never will be.
When | disturbed the time-stream, | wiped him out. | obliterated hislife: al the hopes and fears and hates
and joys... All the possibilitiesthat were him. How isthat so different from murder?’

The sllence grew long.

Then fitzHugh pushed himself away from the bar and stood alittle uneasly. Alarmed, Professor
Cartwright took him by the elbow to steady him. FitzHugh looked at the rest of us. “But it al never
happened, right? There oughtn’t be any guilt over something that never happened.”

It was Danny who spoke—hesitantly, and with more kindness than | had looked for. “ Could you not
build another of those chronon projectors and aim it back and correct what you did...?” But hetralled
off at the end, asif he already suspected what the answer must be.

FitzHugh turned haunted eyes on him. “No. History is contingent. There’ s no chance that arandom
disturbance to the revison would recreste the original. Y ou may break the pack on a pool tablewith a
well-aimed shot. Y ou cannot bring the balls back together with another.” Cartwright guided him to the
door, and the rest of uswatched in silence.

“The poor man,” said Maura, when he had gone.

O Daugherty rapped hard on the maple counter top, asif testing its solidity. “ So fragile,” he said,
amog to himsdf. “Who knowsiif another time wave might be roaring down on us even now, avast
tsunami to wash dl of usaway?’



The O Neil returned from the back room with aglower on hisface. “Ireland will get the Six Counties
back before | get that pool table,” he said. “Let’s go on back to the house, Mickey.”

“I'll catchyou later,” 1 told him. “It' sabusy night and Himsalf can usethe hep asmuch as| canuse
the cash.”

The O Neil shook his head. “ O Daugherty, you need to take on a partner, and that’safact.”

Himself shrugged and served him a parting glass of black Guinness. “ Someday, maybe,” he said. Me,
| glanced over at the photograph on the wall, where O Daugherty stood, arms crossed and legs akimbo,
before his newly opened pub; and it seemed to me, though | don’t know why, that the picture was al out
of kilter, asif something large were missing.

Seventy-Two Letters
TED CHIANG

Ted Chiang is a technical writer who occasionally writes short SF that is then usually nominated
for, or the winner of, awards. He is a private person whose short bio goes like this: “ Ted Chiang
was born in Port Jefferson, New York, and currently lives in Bellevue, Washington. Of his
nonfiction, written in his capacity as a technical writer, perhaps the most popular isthe C++
Tutorial packaged with certain versions of Microsoft's C++ compiler. He reads some comics,
enjoys going to the movies, and watches television more than is good for him.” He has published
four previous S stories, all of which are distinctive and highly accomplished.

“ Seventy-Two Letters’ is another piece (see the Bell, page 85) that was published in
Vanishing Acts, edited by Ellen Datlow. Although it is only tangentially related to the theme of the
anthology, it is certainly one of the best storiesin a strong book. It isin that small category of
alternate science alternate history fiction pioneered a few years ago by Richard Garfinkle (in his
novel Celestial Matters). The story takes place in an alternate 19th Century. In this case, as critic
Mark Kelly notes, various medieval scientific theories such as the doctrine of preformation, which
supposed that fetuses existed fully formed inside the sperm or eggs of their parents, arereal. Ina
year of excellent novellas, none was better than this.

When he was a child, Robert’ sfavorite toy was asimple one, aclay doll that could do nothing but walk
forward. While his parents entertained their guestsin the garden outside, discussing Victoria s ascension
to the throne or the Chartist reforms, Robert would follow the doll asit marched down the corridors of
the family home, turning it around corners or back whereit came from. The doll didn’t obey commands
or exhibit any senseat dl; if it met awal, the diminutive clay figure would keep marching until it gradualy
mashed its arms and legs into misshapen flippers. Sometimes Robert would let it do that, strictly for his
own amusement. Once the doll’ slimbs were thoroughly distorted, he' d pick the toy up and pull the name
out, stopping its motion in mid-stride. Then he d knead the body back into asmooth lump, flatten it out
into aplank, and cut out adifferent figure: abody with one leg crooked, or longer than the other. He
would stick the name back into it, and the doll would promptly topple over and push itsdf around ina
litlecirde.

It was't the sculpting that Robert enjoyed; it was mapping out the limits of the name. Heliked to see
how much variation he could impart to the body before the name could no longer animateit. To savetime
with the sculpting, he rarely added decorative details; he refined the bodies only as was needed to test
the name.

Another of hisdollswalked on four legs. The body was anice one, afiney detailed porcelain horse,
but Robert was more interested in experimenting with its name. This name obeyed commandsto start
and stop and knew enough to avoid obstacles, and Robert tried inserting it into bodies of hisown
making. But this name had more exacting body requirements, and he was never ableto form aclay body



it could animate. He formed the legs separately and then attached them to the body, but he wasn't ableto
blend the seams smooth enough; the name didn’t recogni ze the body as a single continuous piece.

He scrutinized the names themselves, looking for some smple subgtitutions that might distinguish
two-leggedness from four-leggedness, or make the body obey simple commands. But the names looked
entirely different; on each scrap of parchment were inscribed seventy-two tiny Hebrew letters, arranged
intwelverows of six, and so far as he could tell, the order of the | etters was utterly random.

Robert Stratton and his fourth form classmates sat quietly as Master Trevelyan paced between the
rows of desks.

“Langdde, what isthe doctrine of names?’

“All things arereflections of God, and, um, al—"

“Spare us your bumbling. Thorburn, can you tell usthe doctrine of names?’

“Asdl things arereflections of God, so are al namesreflections of the divine name.”

“And what isan object’ strue name?’

“That name which reflects the divine name in the same manner as the object reflects God.”

“And what isthe action of atrue name?’

“To endow its object with areflection of divine power.”

“Correct. Haliwdl, what isthe doctrine of Sgnatures?’

Thenatura philosophy lesson continued until noon, but because it was a Seturday, there was no
ingtruction for the rest of the day. Master Trevelyan dismissed the class, and the boys of Cheltenham
school dispersed.

After stopping at the dormitory, Robert met hisfriend Lione at the border of school grounds. “So the
wait’'sover? Today’ sthe day?’ Robert asked.

“l sad it was, didn’t |7’

“Let’sgo, then.” The pair set off to walk the mileand ahalf to Liond’shome.

During hisfirst year at Cheltenham, Robert had known Lionel hardly at dl; Lionel was one of the
day-boys, and Robert, like al the boarders, regarded them with suspicion. Then, purely by chance,
Robert ran into him while on holiday, during avisit to the British Museum. Robert loved the museum: the
frall mummies and immense sarcophagi; the stuffed platypus and pickled mermaid; thewal bristling with
el ephant tusks and moose antlers and unicorn horns. That particular day he was at the display of
eementd sprites. He was reading the card explaining the sdlamander’ s absence when he suddenly
recognized Liond, standing right next to him, peering at the undineinitsjar. Conversation reveded their
shared interest in the sciences, and the two became fast friends.

Asthey waked down the road, they kicked alarge pebble back and forth between them. Lionel
gave the pebble akick, and laughed as it skittered between Robert’ sankles. “1 couldn’t wait to get out
of there,” hesaid. “I think one more doctrine would have been morethan | could bear.”

“Why do they even bother calling it natura philosophy?’ said Robert. “Just admit it’ s another
theology lesson and be donewith it.” Thetwo of them had recently purchased A Boy’'s Guideto
Nomenclature, which informed them that nomenclators no longer spoke in terms of God or the divine
name. Insteed, current thinking held that therewas alexica universe aswel asaphysical one, and
bringing an object together with a compeatible name caused the latent potentiaities of both to be redized.
Nor wasthereasingle “true name’ for agiven object: Depending on its precise shape, abody might be
compatible with several names, known asits[*euonyms,”] and conversdly asimple name might tolerate
sgnificant variationsin body shape, as his childhood marching doll had demonstrated.

When they reached Lionel’ shome, they promised the cook they would bein for dinner shortly and
headed to the garden out back. Lionel had converted atool shed in hisfamily’ s garden into alaboratory,
which he used to conduct experiments. Normally Robert came by on aregular basis, but recently Lionel
had been working on an experiment that he was keeping secret. Only now was he ready to show Robert
hisresults. Lionel had Robert wait outside while he entered first, and then let him enter.

A long shelf ran dong every wall of the shed, crowded with racks of vias, stoppered bottles of green
glass, and assorted rocks and mineral specimens. A table decorated with stains and scorch marks



dominated the cramped space, and it supported the apparatus for Liondl’ slatest experiment: a cucurbit
clamped in astand o that its bottom rested in abasin full of water, which in turn sat on atripod above a
lit oil lamp. A mercury thermometer was also fixed in the basin.

“Takealook,” said Liond.

Robert leaned over to inspect the cucurbit’s contents. At first it ppeared to be nothing more than
foam, adollop of sudsthat might have dripped off apint of stout. But as he looked closer, he realized
that what he thought were bubbles were actualy the interstices of aglistening latticework. Thefroth
consisted of homunculi : tiny semina foetuses. Ther bodies were transparent individuadly, but collectively
their bulbous heads and strand-like limbs adhered to form a pae, dense foam.

“So you wanked off into ajar and kept the spunk warm?’ he asked, and Lionel shoved him. Robert
laughed and raised his handsin a placating gesture. “No, honestly, it' sawonder. How'd you do it?’

Mollified, Liond said, “It'sared balancing act. Y ou have to keep the temperature just right, of
course, but if you want them to grow, you also have to keep just the right mix of nutrients. Too thinamix,
and they starve. Too rich, and they get over-lively and start fighting with each other.”

“You're havingmeon.”

“It' sthetruth; look it up if you don't believe me. Battles amongst sperm are what cause monsirosities
to be born. If an injured foetusis the one that makesiit to the egg, the baby that’ s born is deformed.”

“I thought that was because of afright the mother had when shewas carrying.” Robert could just
make out the miniscule squirmings of theindividua foetuses. He redlized that the froth was ever so dowly
roiling asaresult of their collective motions.

“That' sonly for somekinds, like onesthat aredl hairy or covered in blotches. Babiesthat don't have
arms or legs, or have misshapen ones, they’ re the onesthat got caught in afight back when they were
sperm. That’ swhy you can’t provide too rich abroth, especidly if they haven't any placeto go: They get
inafrenzy. You canloseadl of them pretty quick that way.”

“How long can you keep them growing?’

“Probably not much longer,” said Liond. “It' s hard to keep them diveif they haven’t reached an egg.
| read about one in France that was grown till it was the size of afist, and they had the best equipment
avalable. | just wanted wasto seeif | coulddoit at dl.”

Robert stared at the foam, remembering the doctrine of preformation that Master Trevelyan had
drilled into them: All living things had been created a the same time, long ago, and birthstoday were
merely enlargements of the previoudy imperceptible. Although they appeared newly created, these
homunculi were countless years old; for al of human history they had lain nested within generations of
their ancestors, waiting for their turn to be born.

Infact, it wasn't just them who had waited; he himsdf must have done the samething prior to his
birth. If hisfather were to do this experiment, the tiny figures Robert saw would be his unborn brothers
and sgters. He knew they were insensible until reaching an egg, but he wondered what thoughtsthey’d
haveif they weren't. Heimagined the sensation of hisbody, every bone and organ soft and clear as
geldtin, sicking to those of myriad identica siblings. What would it be like, looking through transparent
eydids, redizing the mountain in the distance was actudly a person, recognizing it as his brother? Wheat if
he knew he’ d become as massive and solid asthat colossus, if only he could reach an egg? It was no
wonder they fought.

Robert Stratton went on to read nomenclature at Cambridge’s Trinity College. There he studied
kabbdistic texts written centuries before, when nomenclators were il called ba del shem and automata
were cdled golem, texts that laid the foundation for the science of names: the Sefer Y ezirah, Eleazar of
Worms Sodel Razayya, Abulafial sHayyei ha-Olam ha-Ba Then he studied the alchemicd tresties that
placed the techniques of aphabetic manipulation in abroader philosophica and mathematical context:
LIull’sArsMagna, Agrippa s De Occulta Philosophia, Dee’s Monas Hieroglyphica.

Helearned that every name was a combination of severd epithets, each designating a specific trait or
capability. Epithets were generated by compiling al the words that described the desired trait: cognates
and etymons, from languages both living and extinct. By sdlectively subdtituting and permuting letters, one



could ditill from those words their common essence, which was the epithet for thet trait. In certain
instances, epithets could be used as the bases for triangulation, alowing one to derive epithetsfor traits
undescribed in any language. The entire process relied on intuition as much asformulag; the ability to
choose the best | etter permutations was an unteachable skill.

He studied the modern techniques of nomina integration and factorization, the former being the
means by which asat of epithets—pithy and evocative—were commingled into the seemingly random
sring of letters that made up aname, the latter by which a name was decomposed into its congtituent
epithets. Not every method of integration had amatching factorization technique: A powerful name might
be refactored to yield aset of epithets different from those used to generate it, and those epithets were
often useful for that reason. Some names resisted refactorization, and nomenclators strove to develop
new techniques to penetrate their secrets.

Nomencl ature was undergoing something of arevolution during thistime. There had long been two
classes of names:. those for animating a body, and those functioning as amulets. Health amulets were worn
as protection from injury or illness, while others rendered ahouse res stant to fire or aship lesslikdly to
founder at sea. Of late, however, the digtinction between these categories of names was becoming
blurred, with exciting results.

The nascent science of thermodynamics, which established the interconvertibility of heat and work,
had recently explained how automata gained their motive power by absorbing heat from their
surroundings. Using thisimproved understanding of heat, aNamenmeister in Berlin had developed anew
class of amulet that caused abody to absorb heat from one location and release it in another.
Refrigeration employing such amulets was smpler and more efficient than that based on the evaporation
of avolatilefluid, and had immense commercid gpplication. Amuletswere likewise facilitating the
improvement of automata: An Edinburgh nomenclator’ s research into the amulets that prevented objects
from becoming lost had led him to patent a household automaton able to return objectsto their proper
places.

Upon graduation, Stratton took up residence in London and secured a position as anomenclator at
Coade Manufactory, one of the leading makers of automatain England.

Stratton’ s most recent automaton, cast from plaster of paris, followed afew paces behind him ashe
entered the factory building. It was an immense brick structure with skylightsfor itsroof; haf of the
building was devoted to casting metd, the other half to ceramics. In either section, ameandering path
connected the various rooms, each one housing the next step in transforming raw materidsinto finished
automata. Stratton and his automaton entered the ceramics portion.

They walked past arow of low vatsin which the clay was mixed. Different vats contained different
grades of clay, ranging from common red clay to fine white kaolin, resembling enormous mugs abrim with
liquid chocolate or heavy cream; only the strong mineral smell broke the illusion. The paddles stirring the
clay were connected by gearsto adrive shaft, mounted just beneath the skylights, that ran the length of
the room. At the end of the room stood an automatous engine: a castiron giant that cranked the drive
whed tirdesdy. Waking past, Stratton could detect afaint coolnessin the air as the engine drew heat
fromits surroundings.

The next room held the moldsfor casting. Chalky white shells bearing the inverted contours of
various automatawere stacked adong the walls. In the centra portion of the room, apron-clad
journeymen scul ptors worked singly and in pairs, tending the cocoons from which automata were
hatched.

The sculptor nearest him was assembling the mold for a putter, a broad-headed quadruped
employed in the minesfor pushing trolleys of ore. The young man looked up from hiswork. “Were you
looking for someone, Sir?’ he asked.

“I'm to meet Master Willoughby here,” replied Stratton.

“Pardon, | didn’t redlize. I'm sure he' |l be here shortly.” The journeyman returned to histask. Harold
Willoughby was aMaster Sculptor First-Degree; Stratton was consulting him on the design of areusable
mold for casting his automaton. While he waited, Stratton strolled idly amongst the molds. His automaton



stood motionless, ready for its next command.

Willoughby entered from the door to the metalworks, his face flushed from the heat of the foundry.
“My apologiesfor being late, Mr. Stratton,” he said. “We ve been working toward alarge bronze for
some weeks now, and today was the pour. Y ou don’t want to leave the lads alone at atime like that.”

“I understand completdly,” replied Stratton.

Weasting no time, Willoughby strode over to the new automaton. “Isthiswhat you' ve had Moore
doing al these months?’ Moore was the journeyman assisting Stratton on his project.

Stratton nodded. “ The boy does good work.” Following Stratton’ s requests, Moore had fashioned
countlessbodies, dl variations on asingle basic theme, by gpplying modeding clay to an armature, and
then used them to create plaster casts on which Stratton could test his names.

Willoughby inspected the body. “ Some nice detail; looks straightforward enough—hold on now.” He
pointed to the automaton’ s hands: Rather than the traditiona paddle or mitten design, with fingers
suggested by groovesin the surface, these were fully formed, each one having athumb and four distinct
and separate fingers. *Y ou don’t mean to tell me those are functional ?’

“That’s correct.”

Willoughby’ s skepticism was plain. “ Show me.”

Stratton addressed the automaton. “Flex your fingers.” The automaton extended both hands, flexed
and straightened each pair of fingersin turn, and then returned itsarmsto its Sides.

“I congratulate you, Mr. Stratton,” said the sculptor. He squatted to examine the automaton’ sfingers
more closaly. “Thefingers need to be bent at each joint for the name to take?’

“That' sright. Can you design a piece mold for such aform?’

Willoughby clicked histongue severd times. “That' Il beatricky bit of business,” hesaid. “We might
have to use awaste mold for each casting. Even with apiece mold, these' d be very expensive for
ceramic.”

“I think they will be worth the expense. Permit me to demonstrate.” Stratton addressed to the
automaton. “ Cast abody; use that mold over there.”

The automaton trudged over to anearby wall and picked up the pieces of the mold Stratton had
indicated: It wasthe mold for asmall porcelain messenger. Severd journeymen stopped what they were
doing to watch the automaton carry the pieces over to awork area. Thereit fitted the various sections
together and bound them tightly with twine. The sculptors: wonderment was apparent as they watched
the automaton’ s fingers work, looping and threading the loose ends of the twine into aknot. Then the
automaton stood the assembled mold upright and headed off to get a pitcher of clay dip.

“That' senough,” said Willoughby. The automaton stopped itswork and resumed its origina standing
posture. Examining the mold, Willoughby asked, “ Did you train it yourself?’

“I did. | hopeto have Mooretrainitin meta casting.”

“Do you have namesthat can learn other tasks?’

“Not asyet. However, there' s every reason to believe that an entire class of smilar names exists, one
for every sort of skill needing manual dexterity.”

“Indeed?” Willoughby noticed the other sculptors watching, and called out, “ If you' ve nothing to do,
there’ splenty | can assign to you.” Thejourneymen promptly resumed their work, and Willoughby turned
back to Stratton. “Let us go to your office to speak about this further.”

“Very well.” Stratton had the automaton follow the two of them back to the frontmost of the complex
of connected buildings that was Coade Manufactory. They first entered Stratton’ s studio, which was
stuated behind his office proper. Once inside, Stratton addressed the sculptor. “ Do you have an
objection to my automaton?’

Willoughby looked over apair of clay hands mounted on awork-table. On thewall behind the table
were pinned a series of schematic drawings showing handsin avariety of positions. “Y ou’ ve done an
admirable job of emulating the human hand. | am concerned, however, that the first skill in which you
trained your new automation is sculpture.”

“If you' reworried that | am trying to replace sculptors, you needn’t be. That is absolutely not my

god”



“I'mrelieved to hear it,” said Willoughby. “Why did you choose sculpture, then?’

“Itisthefirst step of arather indirect path. My ultimate god isto alow automatous enginesto be
manufactured inexpensively enough so that most families could purchase one.”

Willoughby’ s confusion was apparent. “How, pray tell, would afamily make use of an engine?’

“To drive apowered loom, for example.”

“What are you going on about?’

“Have you ever seen children who are employed at atextile mill’? They are worked to exhaugtion;
their lungs are clogged with cotton dust; they are so sickly that you can hardly conceive of their reaching
adulthood. Chegp cloth isbought at the price of our workers hedlth; weavers were far better off when
textile production was a cottage industry.”

“Powered looms were what took weavers out of cottages. How could they put them back in?”

Stratton had not spoken of this before, and wel comed the opportunity to explain. “The cost of
automatous engines has dway's been high, and so we have millsin which scores of looms are driven by
an immense codl-hegted Goliath. But an automaton like mine could cast engines very chesply. If asmadl
automatous engine, suitable for driving afew machines, becomes affordable to aweaver and hisfamily,
then they can produce cloth from their home asthey did once before. People could earn a decent income
without being subjected to the conditions of the factory.”

“Y ou forget the cost of the loomitself,” said Willoughby gently, asif humoring him. “Powered looms
are consderably more expensve than the hand looms of old.”

“My automata could also assist in the production of cast-iron parts, which would reduce the price of
powered looms and other machines. Thisisno panacea, | know, but | am nonetheless convinced that
inexpensive engines offer the chance of abetter life for theindividua craftsman.”

“Y our desirefor reform does you credit. Let me suggest, however, that there are smpler curesfor
the socid illsyou cite: areduction in working hours, or the improvement of conditions. Y ou do not need
to disrupt our entire system of manufacturing.”

“I think what | proposeis more accurately described as arestoration than adisruption.”

Now Willoughby became exasperated. “ Thistalk of returning to afamily economy isal well and
good, but what would happen to sculptors? Y our intentions notwithstanding, these automata of yours
would put sculptors out of work. These are men who have undergone years of apprenticeship and
training. How would they feed their families?”’

Stratton was unprepared for the sharpnessin histone. “Y ou overestimate my skillsasa
nomenclator,” he said, trying to makelight. The sculptor remained dour. He continued. “The learning
capabilities of these automata are extremely limited. They can manipulate molds, but they could never
design them; the redl craft of sculpture can be performed only by sculptors. Before our meeting, you had
just finished directing severa journeymen in the pouring of alarge bronze; automata could never work
together in such a coordinated fashion. They will perform only rote tasks.”

“What kind of sculptors would we produceif they spend their gpprenticeship watching automata do
their jobs for them? | will not have a venerable profession reduced to a performance by marionettes.”

“That is not what would happen,” said Stratton, becoming exasperated himsdalf now. “But examine
what you yourself are saying: The status that you wish your professon to retainis precisely that which
weavers have been made to forfeit. | believe these automata can help restore dignity to other professions,
and without great cost to yours.”

Willoughby seemed not to hear him. “ The very notion that automata would make automatal Not only
isthe suggestion insulting, it seemsripe for calamity. What of that balad, the one where the broomsticks
carry water buckets and run amuck?’

“Y ou mean ‘Der Zauberlehrling' 7" said Stratton. “ The comparison is absurd. These automata are so
far removed from being in aposition to reproduce themsalves without human participation that | scarcely
know where to begin listing the objections. A dancing bear would sooner perform in the London Ballet.”

“If you'd care to devel op an automaton that can dance the ballet, | would fully support such an
enterprise. However, you cannot continue with these dexterous automata.”

“Pardon me, sir, but | am not bound by your decisions.”



“You'll find it difficult to work without sculptors cooperation. | shdl recal Moore and forbid al the
other journeymen from asssting you in any way with this project.”

Stratton was momentarily taken aback. “Y our reaction is completely unwarranted.”

“I think it entirely appropriate.”

“Inthat case, | will work with sculptors at another manufactory.”

Willoughby frowned. “I will spesk with the head of the Brotherhood of Sculptors, and recommend
that he forbid al of our members from casting your automata.”

Stratton could fed hisblood rising. “1 will not be bullied,” he said. “Do what you will, but you cannot
prevent me from pursuing this.”

“I think our discussionisat an end.” Willoughby strode to the door. “ Good day to you, Mr.
Stratton.”

“Good day toyou,” replied Stratton heatedly.

It was the following day, and Stratton was taking his midday stroll through the didtrict of Lambeth,
where Coade Manufactory was located. After afew blocks he stopped at alocal market; sometimes
among the baskets of writhing edls and blankets spread with cheap watches were automatous dolls, and
Stratton retained his boyhood fondness for seeing the latest designs. Today he noticed anew pair of
boxing dolls, painted to look like an explorer and a savage. As helooked them over, he could hear
nostrum peddlers competing for the attention of a passerby with arunny nose,

“| see your hedth amulet failed you, Sir,” said one man whose table was arrayed with small square
tins. “Y our remedy liesin the curative powers of magnetism, concentrated in Doctor Sedgewick’s
Polarisng Tablets”

“Nonsense!l” retorted an old woman. “What you need istincture of mandrake, tried and true!” She
held out avia of clear liquid. “The dog wasn't cold yet when this extract was prepared! There' s nothing
more potent.”

Seeing no other new dolls, Stratton left the market and walked on, his thoughts returning to what
Willoughby had said yesterday. Without the cooperation of the sculptors' trade-union, he'd haveto
resort to hiring independent sculptors. He hadn’t worked with such individuas before, and some
investigation would be required: ostensibly they cast bodies only for use with public-domain names, but
for certain individuas these activities disguised patent infringement and piracy, and any association with
them could permanently blacken his reputation.

“Mr. Stratton.”

Stratton looked up. A smal, wiry man, plainly dressed, stood before him. “Yes; do | know you, Sr?’

“No, sr. My nameis Davies. I'minthe employ of Lord Fiddhurst.” He handed Stratton acard
bearing the Fieldhurst crest.

Edward Maitland, third earl of Fieldhurst and anoted zoologist and comparative anatomist, was
Presdent of the Royal Society. Stratton had heard him speak during sessions of the Roya Society, but
they had never been introduced. “What can | do for you?’

“Lord Fidddhurst would like to speak with you, at your earliest convenience, regarding your recent
work.”

Stratton wondered how the earl had learned of hiswork. “Why did you not cal on me at my office?’

“Lord Fiddhurst prefers privacy in this matter.” Stratton raised his eyebrows, but Daviesdidn’t
explain further. “Areyou available thisevening?’

It was an unusud invitation, but an honor nonethdess. “ Certainly. Please inform Lord Fidldhurst that |
would be ddighted.”

“A carriage will be outside your building at eight tonight.” Davies touched his hat and was off.

At the promised hour, Davies arrived with the carriage. It was aluxurious vehicle, with an interior of
lacquered mahogany and polished brass and brushed velvet. The tractor that drew it was an expensive
oneaswell, asteed cast of bronze and needing no driver for familiar destinations.

Davies palitely declined to answer any questions while they rode. He was obvioudy not a
man-servant, nor a secretary, but Stratton could not decide what sort of employee he was. The carriage



carried them out of London into the countryside, until they reached Darrington Hall, one of the resdences
owned by the Fiddhurst lineage.

Onceingde the home, Davies|ed Stratton through the foyer and then ushered him into an e egantly
gppointed study; he closed the doors without entering himsdlf.

Seated at the desk within the study was a barrel-chested man wearing asilk coat and cravat; his
broad, deeply creased cheeks were framed by woolly gray muttonchops. Stratton recognized him at
once.

“Lord Fiddhurg, itisan honor.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Stratton. Y ou’ ve been doing some excellent work recently.”

“You aremost kind. | did not redlize that my work had become known.”

“I make an effort to keep track of such things. Please, tell me what motivated you to develop such
automata?’

Stratton explained his plans for manufacturing affordable engines. Fiddhurst listened with interest,
occasonaly offering cogent suggestions.

“Itisan admirable god,” he said, nodding his approval. “I’m pleased to find that you have such
philanthropic motives, because | would ask your assistance in aproject I’ m directing.”

“It would be my privilegeto hdpinany way | could.”

“Thank you.” Fiddhurst’ s expression became solemn. “Thisisamatter of grave import. Beforel
gpesk further, | must first have your word that you will retain everything | reved to you in the utmost
confidence.”

Stratton met the earl’ s gaze directly. “Upon my honor asagentleman, g, | shdl not divulge anything
you relateto me.”

“Thank you, Mr. Stratton. Please come thisway.” Field-hurst opened adoor in the rear wall of the
Study and they walked down ashort hallway. At the end of the hallway was alaboratory; along,
scrupuloudy clean work-table held anumber of stations, each congisting of amicroscope and an
articulated brass framework of some sort, equipped with three mutudly perpendicular knurled whedlsfor
performing fine adjustments. An ederly man was peering into the microscope at the furthest station; he
looked up from hiswork as they entered.

“Mr. Stratton, | believe you know Dr. Ashbourne.”

Stratton, caught off guard, was momentarily speechless. Nicholas Ashbourne had been alecturer at
Trinity when Stratton was studying there, but had left years ago to pursue studies of, it was said, an
unorthodox nature. Stratton remembered him as one of his most enthusiastic instructors. Age had
narrowed his face somewhat, making his high forehead seem even higher, but his eyes were as bright and
dert asever. He waked over with the help of acarved ivory waking stick.

“Stratton, good to seeyou again.”

“Andyou, gr. | wastruly not expecting to seeyou here.”

“Thiswill be an evening full of surprises, my boy. Prepare yourself.” Heturned to Fieldhurst. “Would
you careto begin?’

They followed Fieldhurst to the far end of the laboratory, where he opened another door and led
them down aflight of sairs. “Only asmall number of individuals—either Fellows of the Roya Society or
Members of Parliament, or both— are privy to this matter. Five years ago, | was contacted confidentially
by the Académie des Sciencesin Paris. They wished for English scientiststo confirm certain experimental
findingsof thars”

“Indeed?’

“Y ou can imagine thar reluctance. However, they felt the matter outweighed nationd rivaries, and
once | understood the situation, | agreed.”

The three of them descended to a cellar. Gas brackets along the wals provided illumination, reveaing
the celar’ s consderable size; itsinterior was punctuated by an array of stone pillars that rose to form
groined vaults. The long cellar contained row upon row of stout wooden tables, each one supporting a
tank roughly the sze of a bathtub. The tanks were made of zinc and fitted with plate glasswindows on dl
four Sdes, revedling their contents asa clear, faintly straw-colored fluid.



Stratton looked at the nearest tank. There was adistortion floating in the center of the tank, asif
some of theliquid had congeded into amass of jdly. It was difficult to distinguish the mass sfeatures
from the mottled shadows cast on the bottom of the tank, so he moved to another side of the tank and
squatted down low to view the mass directly againgt aflame of agaslamp. It wasthen that the coagulum
resolved itsdf into the ghostly figure of aman, clear asaspic, curled up in foetd position.

“Incredible,” Stratton whispered.

“Wecdl it amegafoetus,” explained Fiddhurst.

“Thiswas grown from a spermatozoon? This must have required decades.”

“It did not, more sthe wonder. Several years ago, two Parisian naturalists named Dubuisson and
Gille developed a method of inducing hypertrophic growth in asemind foetus. The rapid infusion of
nutrients allows such afoetusto reach this sze within afortnight.”

By shifting his head back and forth, he saw dight differencesin the way the gas-light was refracted,
indicating the boundaries of the megafoetus sinterna organs. “Isthiscregture ...dive?’

“Only in an insensate manner, like a spermatozoon. No artificial process can replace gestation; it is
the vital principle within the ovum which quickens the foetus, and the materna influence which transforms
itinto aperson. All we' ve doneis effect amaturation in Size and scae.” Fieldhurst gestured toward the
megafoetus. “ The maternd influence aso provides afoetus with pigmentation and dl distinguishing
physical characteristics. Our megafoetuses have no features beyond their sex. Every mae bearsthe
generic gppearance you see here, and dl the femaes are likewiseidentica . Within each sex, itis
impossible to distinguish one from another by physical examination, no matter how dissmilar the origind
fathers might have been; only rigorous record-keeping adlows usto identify each megafoetus.”

Stratton stood up again. “ So what was the intention of the experiment if not to develop an artificia
womb?’

“To test the notion of thefixity of species” Redizing that Stratton was not azoologist, the earl
explained further. “Were lens-grinders able to construct microscopes of unlimited magnifying power,
biologists could examine the future generations nested in the spermatozoa of any species and see whether
their appearance remainsfixed, or changesto give riseto anew species. In the latter case, they could
aso determineif the trangtion occurs gradualy or abruptly.

“However, chromatic aberration impaoses an upper limit on the magnifying power of any optica
ingrument. Mess eurs Dubuisson and Gille hit upon the idea of artificidly increasing the size of the
foetuses themselves. Once afoetus reaches its adult size, one can extract a spermatozoon from it and
enlarge afoetus from the next generation in the same manner.” Fieldhurst stepped over to the next table
inthe row and indicated the tank it supported. “ Repetition of the processlets us examine the unborn
generations of any given species”

Stratton looked around the room. The rows of tanks took on anew significance. “ So they
compressed the intervas between *births to gain apreliminary view of our genedlogica future.”

“Precisdy.”

“Audaciousl And what were the results?’

“They tested many anima species, but never observed any changesin form. However, they obtained
apeculiar result when working with the semina foetuses of humans. After no more than five generations,
the male foetuses held no more spermatozoa, and the femalesheld no more ova. Thelineterminated ina
derile generdion.”

“I imagine that was't entirely unexpected,” Stratton said, glancing & thejellied form. “Each
repetition must further attenuate some essence in the organisms. It’sonly logicd that & some point the
offspring would be so feeble that the process would fail.”

“That was Dubuisson and Gill€ sinitial assumption aswell,” agreed Fiedhurgt, “so they sought to
improve their technique. However, they could find no difference between megafoetuses of succeeding
generationsin terms of size or vitality. Nor was there any decline in the number of spermatozoaor ova;
the penultimate generation wasfully asfertile asthefirst. The trangtion to sterility was an abrupt one.

“They found another anomay aswell: While some spermatozoa yielded only four or fewer
generations, variation occurred only across samples, never within asingle sample. They evauated



samples from father and son donors, and in such instances, the father’ s spermatozoa produced exactly
one more generation than the son’s. And from what | understand, some of the donors were aged
individuasindeed. Whiletheir ssmples held very few spermatozoa, they nonetheless held one more
generation than those from sonsin the prime of their lives. The progenitive power of the sperm bore no
correlation with the hedlth or vigor of the donor; instead, it correlated with the generation to which the
donor belonged.”

Fieldhurst paused and looked at Stratton gravely. “1t was at this point that the Académie contacted
meto seeif the Roya Society could duplicate their findings. Together we have obtained the same result
using samples collected from peoples as varied as the L apps and the Hottentots. We are in agreement as
to theimplication of thesefindings: that the human species hasthe potentia to exist for only afixed
number of generations, and we are within five generations of thefind one.”

Stratton turned to Ashbourne, haf expecting him to confessthat it was al an elaborate hoax, but the
€lder nomenclator looked entirely solemn. Stratton looked at the megafoetus again and frowned,
absorbing what he had heard. “If your interpretation is correct, other species must be subject to asimilar
limitation. Y et from what | know, the extinction of a species has never been observed.”

Fieldhurst nodded. “ That istrue. However, we do have the evidence of thefoss| record, which
suggests that species remain unchanged for aperiod of time, and then are abruptly replaced by new
forms. The Catastrophists hold that violent upheavals caused species to become extinct. Based on what
we ve discovered regarding preformation, it now appearsthat extinctions are merely the result of a
speciesreaching the end of itslifetime. They are naturd rather than accidenta deeths, in a manner of
gpesking.” He gestured to the doorway from which they had entered. * Shall we return upstairs?’

Following the two other men, Stratton asked, “ And what of the origination of new species? If they’re
not born from existing species, do they arise spontaneoudy?’

“That isasyet uncertain. Normally only the smplest animals arise by spontaneous generation:
maggots and other vermiform creatures, typicaly under the influence of heet. The events postulated by
Catastrophists—floods, volcanic eruptions, cometary impacts—would entail the release of greeat
energies. Perhaps such energies affect matter so profoundly as to cause the spontaneous generation of an
entire race of organisms, nested within afew progenitors. If so, cataclysms are not responsible for mass
extinctions, but rather generate new speciesin their wake.”

Back in the [aboratory, the two el der men seated themselves in the chairs present. Too agitated to
follow suit, Stratton remained standing. “If any animal species were created by the same cataclysm asthe
human species, they should likewise be nearing the end of their life spans. Have you found another
peciesthat evincesafina generation?’

Feldhurst shook his head. “Not asyet. We believe that other species have different dates of
extinction, correlated with the biological complexity of the anima; humans are presumably the most
complex organism, and perhaps fewer generations of such complex organisms can be nested insde a
Spermatozoon.”

“By the sametoken,” countered Stratton, “ perhaps the complexity of the human organism makesit
unsuitable for the process of artificiadly acceerated growth. Perhapsit isthe process whose limits have
been discovered, not the species.”

“An astute observation, Mr. Stratton. Experiments are continuing with speciesthat more closely
resemble humans, such as chimpanzees and ourang-outangs. However, the unequivocal answer to this
guestion may require years, and if our current interpretation is correct, we caniill afford the time spent
waiting for confirmation. We must ready a course of action immediatdly.”

“But five generations could be over a century—" He caught himsdlf, embarrassed at having
overlooked the obvious: not al persons became parents at the same age.

Feldhurst read hisexpression. *Y ou realize why not dl the sperm samples from donors of the same
age produced the same number of generations. Some lineages are approaching their end faster than
others. For alineage in which the men consstently father children latein life, five generations might mean
over two centuries of fertility, but there are undoubtedly lineages that have reached their end already.”



Stratton imagined the consequences. “ Theloss of fertility will become increasingly apparent to the
generd populace astime passes. Panic may arise well before the end isreached.”

“Precisaly, and rioting could extinguish our species as effectively as the exhaustion of generations.
That iswhy timeis of the essence.”

“What is the solution you propose?’

“| shdl defer to Dr. Ashbourneto explain further,” said the earl.

Ashbourne rose and ingtinctively adopted the stance of alecturing professor. “Do you recal why it
was that all attempts to make automata out of wood were abandoned?’

Stratton was caught off guard by the question. “It was believed that the natura grain of wood implies
aform in conflict with whatever wetry to carve upon it. Currently there are effortsto use rubber asa
casting materid, but none have met with success”

“Indeed. But if the native form of wood were the only obstacle, shouldn’t it be possible to animate an
animd’ s corpse with aname? There the form of the body should beided.”

“It'samacabre notion; | couldn’t guess at such an experiment’ slikelihood of success. Hasit ever
been attempted?’

“Infact it has: aso unsuccessfully. So these two entirely different avenues of research proved
fruitless. Does that mean thereis no way to animate organic matter using names? Thiswasthe question |
|eft Trinity in order to pursue.”

“And what did you discover?’

Ashbourne deflected the question with awave of hishand. “Firdt let us discuss thermodynamics.
Have you kept up with recent devel opments? Then you know the dissipation of heet reflects an increase
in disorder at the thermal level. Conversely, when an automaton condenses heet from its environment to
perform work, it increases order. This confirms along-held belief of minethat lexical order induces
thermodynamic order. The lexica order of an amulet reinforces the order abody aready possesses, thus
providing protection against damage. Thelexical order of an animating name increasesthe order of a
body, thus providing motive power for an automaton.

“The next question was, how would an increase in order be reflected in organic matter? Since names
don’t animate dead tissue, obvioudy organic matter doesn’t respond at the therma level; but perhapsit
can be ordered at another level. Consider: a steer can be reduced to avat of gelatinous broth. The broth
comprises the same materid as the steer, but which embodies a higher amount of order?’

“The steer, obvioudy,” said Stratton, bewildered.

“Obvioudy. An organism, by virtue of its physica structure, embodies order; the more complex the
organism, the greater the amount of order. It was my hypothesisthat increasing the order in organic
meatter would be evidenced by imparting form to it. However, most living matter has dready assumed its
ided form. The questionis, what haslife but not form?’

The elder nomenclator did not wait for aresponse. “ The answer is, an unfertilized ovum. The ovum
containsthevitd principle that animatesthe cregture it ultimately givesriseto, but it hasno form itself.
Ordinarily, the ovum incorporates the form of the foetus compressed within the spermatozoon that
fertilizesit. The next step was obvious.” Here Ashbourne waited, looking at Stratton expectantly.

Stratton was at aloss. Ashbourne seemed disappointed, and continued. “ The next step wasto
artificialy induce the growth of an embryo from an ovum, by application of aname.”

“But if theovum isunfertilized,” objected Stratton, “thereis no preexisting structure to enlarge.”

“Precisdy.”

“Y ou mean structure would arise out of a homogeneous medium? Impossible.”

“Nonethdess, it wasmy god for severa yearsto confirm this hypothesis. My firgt experiments
conssted of gpplying anameto unfertilized frog eggs.”

“How did you embed the name into afrog’segg?’

“The nameis not actually embedded, but rather impressed by means of a specially manufactured
needle.” Ashbourne opened a cabinet that sat on the work-table between two of the microscope
gations. Insde was awooden rack filled with smdl instruments arranged in pairs. Each wastipped with a
long glass needle; in some pairsthey were nearly asthick asthose used for knitting, in others as dender



as ahypodermic. He withdrew one from the largest pair and handed it to Stratton to examine. The glass
needle was not clear, but instead seemed to contain some sort of dappled core.

Ashbourne explained. “While that may appear to be some sort of medica implement, itisinfact a
vehiclefor aname, just asthe more conventiona dip of parchment is. Alas, it requiresfar more effort to
make than taking pen to parchment. To create such aneedle, one must first arrange fine strands of black
glasswithin abundle of clear glass strands so that the name islegible when they are viewed end-on. The
strands are then fused into asolid rod, and therod is drawn out into an ever thinner strand. A skilled
glass-maker can retain every detail of the name no matter how thin the strand becomes. Eventually one
obtains aneedle containing the namein its cross section.”

“How did you generate the name that you used?’

“We can discussthat at length later. For the purposes of our current discussion, the only relevant
information isthat | incorporated the sexud epithet. Areyou familiar with it?’

“I' know of it.” It was one of the few epithets that was dimorphic, having mae and femae variants.

“I needed two versions of the name, obvioudy, to induce the generation of both males and females.”
He indicated the paired arrangement of needlesin the cabinet.

Stratton saw that the needle could be clamped into the brass framework with itstip approaching the
dide beneath the microscope; the knurled whedl's presumably were used to bring the needle into contact
with an ovum. He returned the instrument. “Y ou said the name is not embedded, but impressed. Do you
mean to tell me that touching the frog’' s egg with thisneedleisal that' s needed? Removing the name
doesn't end itsinfluence?’

“Precisaly. The name activates a process in the egg that cannot be reversed. Prolonged contact of the
name had no different effect.”

“And the egg hatched atadpole€?’

“Not with the namesinitidly tried; the only result was that symmetrica involutions gppeared in the
surface of the egg. But by incorporating different epithets, | was able to induce the egg to adopt different
forms, some of which had every appearance of embryonic frogs. Eventudly | found aname that caused
the egg not only to assume the form of atadpole, but aso to mature and hatch. The tadpole thus hatched
grew into afrog indistinguishable from any other member of the species”

“Y ou had found a euonym for that species of frog,” said Stratton.

Ashbourne smiled. “ Asthis method of reproduction does not involve sexua congress, | have termed
it ‘ parthenogenesis.” ”

Stratton looked at both him and Fidldhurst. “It’ s clear what your proposed solution is. Thelogical
conclusion of thisresearch isto discover aeuonym for the human species. Y ou wish for mankind to
perpetuate itself through nomenclature.”

“Y ou find the prospect troubling,” said Fieldhurst. “ That isto be expected: Dr. Ashbourne and mysalf
initidly felt the same way, as has everyone who has considered this. No one relishes the prospect of
humans being conceived artificialy. But can you offer an dternative?’ Stratton was slent, and Fieldhurst
went on. “All who are aware of both Dr. Ashbourne' s and Dubuisson and Gille swork agree: Thereis
no other solution.”

Stratton reminded himself to maintain the dispassonate attitude of a scientist. “ Precisely how do you
envison thisname being used?’ he asked.

Ashbourne answered. “When ahusband is unable to impregnate hiswife, they will seek the services
of aphysician. The physician will collect the woman's menses, separate out the ovum, impressthe name
upon it, and then reintroduce it into her womb.”

“A child born of thismethod would have no biologica father.”

“True, but thefather’ sbiologica contribution isof minimal importance here. The mother will think of
her husband as the child’ sfather, so her imagination will impart acombination of her own and her
husband' s appearance and character to the foetus. That will not change. And | hardly need mention that
name impression would not be made available to unmarried women.”

“Areyou confident thiswill result in well-formed children?” asked Stratton. “I’ m sure you know to
what | refer.” They dl knew of the disastrous attempt in the previous century to create improved children



by mesmerizing women during their pregnancies.

Ashbourne nodded. “We are fortunate in that the ovum isvery specific inwhat it will accept. The set
of euonymsfor any speciesof organismisvery smal; if thelexica order of theimpressed name does not
closdly match the structural order of that pecies, the resulting foetus does not quicken. This does not
remove the need for the mother to maintain atranquil mind during her pregnancy; name impression
cannot guard againgt maternd agitation. But the ovum’ s selectivity provides us assurance that any foetus
induced will be well-formed in every aspect, except the one anticipated.”

Stratton was dlarmed. “What aspect isthat?’

“Can you not guess? The only incapacity of frogs created by name impression wasin the males; they
were gerile, for their soermatozoa bore no preformed foetusesinsde. By comparison, the femae frogs
created were fertile: Their eggs could be fertilized in ether the conventional manner, or by repegting the
impression with the name.”

Stratton’ srelief was consderable. “ So the male variant of the name was imperfect. Presumably there
needs to be further differences between the mae and female variants than smply the sexud epithet.”

“Only if one consdersthe mde variant imperfect,” said Ashbourne, “which | do not. Consider: While
afertilemae and afertile femae might seem equivalent, they differ radicaly in the degree of complexity
exemplified. A femaewith viable ovaremains asingle organism, while amae with viable spermatozoais
actualy many organisms. afather and dl his potentid children. Inthislight, the two variants of the name
arewd|-matched in their actions: Each induces asingle organism, but only in the female sex canasingle
organism befertile”

“I seewhat you mean.” Stratton redlized he would need practice in thinking about nomenclaturein
the organic domain. “Have you developed euonyms for other species?’

“Just over ascore, of various types, our progress has been rapid. We have only just begun work on
aname for the human species, and it has proved far more difficult than our previous names.”

“How many nomenclators are engaged in this endeavor?’

“Only ahandful,” Fieddhurst replied. “We have asked afew Roya Society members, and the
Académie has some of France sleading designateurs working on it. Y ou will understand if | do not
mention any names at this point, but be assured that we have some of the most distinguished
nomenclatorsin England asssting us”

“Forgive me for asking, but why are you gpproaching me? | am hardly in that category.”

“Y ou have not yet had along career,” said Ashbourne, “but the genus of names you have devel oped
isunique. Automata have always been specidized in form and function, rather like animals: Some are
good at climbing, others at digging, but none at both. Y et yours can control human hands, which are
uniquely versatile instruments. What € se can manipulate everything from awrench to apiano? The hand' s
dexterity isthe physical manifestation of the mind' singenuity, and thesetraits are essentid to the namewe

“We have been discreetly surveying current nomenclatora research for any namesthat demonsirate
marked dexterity,” said Fieldhurst. “When we learned of what you had accomplished, we sought you out
immediately.”

“Infact,” Ashbourne continued, “the very reason your names are worrisome to sculptorsisthe
reason we are interested in them: They endow automata with amore human-like manner than any before.
So now we ask, will you join us?’

Stratton considered it. Thiswas perhaps the most important task anomenclator could undertake, and
under ordinary circumstances he would have legpt at the opportunity to participate. But before he could
embark upon this enterprise in good conscience, there was another matter he had to resolve.

“Y ou honor mewith your invitation, but what of my work with dexterous automata? | sill firmly
believe that inexpensive engines can improve the lives of the labouring class.”

“Itisaworthy god,” said Fiddhurst, “and | would not ask you to giveit up. Indeed, the first thing we
wish you to do isto perfect the epithets for dexterity. But your efforts at socia reform would be for
naught unlesswe firgt ensure the surviva of our species”

“Obvioudy, but I do not want the potential for reform that is offered by dexterous namesto be



neglected. There may never be a better opportunity for restoring dignity to common workers. What kind
of victory would we achieveif the continuation of life meant ignoring this opportunity?’

“Well said,” acknowledged the earl. “L et me make aproposal. So that you can best make use of
your time, the Roya Society will provide support for your development of dexterous automata as
needed: securing investors and so forth. | trust you will divide your time between the two projectswisdly.
Y our work on biological nomenclature must remain confidentia, obvioudy. Isthat satisfactory?”

“Itis. Very well then, gentlemen: | accept.” They shook hands.

Some weeks had passed since Stratton last spoke with Willoughby, beyond achilly exchange of
gregtingsin passng. In fact, he had little interaction with any of the union sculptors, instead spending his
time working on letter permutationsin his office, trying to refine his epithets for dexterity.

He entered the manufactory through the front gallery, where customers normaly perused the
catalogue. Today it was crowded with domestic automata, al the same mode char-engine. Stratton saw
the clerk ensuring they were properly tagged.

“Good morning, Pierce,” hesaid. “What are dl these doing here?’

“Animproved nameisjust out for the*Regent,’” said the clerk. “Everyone' s eager to get the latest.”

“Y ou're going to be busy this afternoon.” The keys for unlocking the automata s name-dots were
themsalves stored in a safe that required two of Coade' s managers to open. The managers were reluctant
to keep the safe open for more than a brief period each afternoon.

“I'mcertain | canfinishtheseintime”

“You couldn’t bear to tell apretty house-maid that her char-engine wouldn't be ready by tomorrow.”

The clerk smiled. “ Can you blame me, Sr?’

“No, | cannot,” said Stratton, chuckling. He turned toward the business offices behind the gallery,
when he found himsdlf confronted by Willoughby.

“Perhaps you ought to prop open the safe,” said the sculptor, “ so that house-maids might not be
inconvenienced. Seeing how destroying our indtitutions seemsto be your intent.”

“Good morning, Master Willoughby,” said Stratton, stiffly. Hetried to walk past, but the other man
good in hisway.

“I’ve been informed that Coade will be alowing non-union scul ptors on to the premisesto assist
you.”

“Yes, but | assure you, only the most reputable independent sculptors are involved.”

“Asif such personsexist,” said Willoughby scornfully. “Y ou should know that | recommended that
our trade-union launch astrike against Coade in protest.”

“Surely you're not serious.” It had been decades since the last strike launched by the sculptors, and
that one had ended inrioting.

“I am. Were the matter put to avote of the membership, I'm certain it would pass: other sculptors
with whom I’ ve discussed your work agree with me about the thregt it poses. However, the union
leadership will not put it to avote.”

“Ah, so they disagreed with your assessment.”

Here Willoughby frowned. “ Apparently the Roya Society intervened on your behalf and persuaded
the Brotherhood to refrain for the time being. Y ou’ ve found yourself some powerful supporters, Mr.
Stratton.”

Uncomfortably, Stratton replied, “The Roya Society considers my research worthwhile.”

“Perhaps, but do not believe that this matter is ended.”

“Your animosity isunwarranted, | tell you,” Stratton inssted. “Once you have seen how sculptors
can use these automata, you will redize that thereis no threst to your professon.”

Willoughby merely glowered in response and | ft.

The next time he saw Lord Fiddhurgt, Stratton asked him about the Roya Society’ sinvolvement.
They werein Fidd-hurst’ s study, and the earl was pouring himself awhiskey.

“Ahyes” hesad. “While the Brotherhood of Sculptors asawholeisquiteformidable, itis
composed of individualswho individualy are more amenable to persuasion.”



“What manner of persuasion?’

“The Roya Society isaware that members of the trade-union’ sleadership were party to an as-yet
unresolved case of name piracy to the continent. To avoid any scanda, they’ ve agreed to postpone any
decision about strikes until after you' ve given ademonstration of your system of manufacturing.”

“I'm grateful for your assistance, Lord Fiddhurst,” said Stratton, astonished. “1 must admit, | had no
ideathat the Roya Society employed such tactics”

“Obvioudy, these are not proper topicsfor discussion at the general sessons.” Lord Fieldhurst
gmiled in an avuncular manner. “The advancement of scienceis not ways a straightforward affair, Mr.
Stratton, and the Royd Society is sometimes required to use both officia and unofficia channds.”

“I’'m beginning to appreciate that.”

“Similarly, dthough the Brotherhood of Sculptorswon't initiate aforma strike, they might employ
moreindirect tactics, for example, the anonymous distribution of pamphlets that arouse public opposition
to your automata.” He sipped a hiswhiskey. “Hmm. Perhaps | should have someone keep awatchful
eyeon Magter Willoughby.”

Stratton was given accommodations in the guest wing of Darrington Hall, as were the other
nomenclators working under Lord Fieldhurst’ s direction. They were indeed some of the leading members
of the profession, including Holcombe, Milburn, and Parker; Stratton felt honored to be working with
them, dthough he could contribute little while he was il earning Ashbourne s techniques for biological
nomenclaure,

Namesfor the organic domain employed many of the same epithets as names for automata, but
Ashbourne had developed an entirely different system of integration and factorization, which entailed
many novel methods of permutation. For Stratton it was dmost like returning to university and learning
nomenclature all over again. However, it was apparent how these techniques allowed names for species
to be developed rapidly; by exploiting smilarities suggested by the Linnaean system of classfication, one
could work from one species to another.

Stratton aso learned more about the sexua epithet, traditionaly used to confer either mae or femae
quditiesto an automaton. He knew of only one such epithet, and was surprised to learn it was the
smplest of many extant versons. The topic went undiscussed by nomenclatora societies, but this epithet
was one of the most fully researched in existence; in fact its earliest use was claimed to have occurred in
biblica times, when Joseph'’ s brothers created afemal e golem they could share sexually without violating
the prohibition against such behavior with awoman. Development of the epithet had continued for
centuriesin secrecy, primarily in Congtantinople, and now the current versions of automatous courtesans
were offered by specidized brothelsright here in London. Carved from sogpstone and polished to ahigh
gloss, heated to blood temperature and sprinkled with scented oils, the automata commanded prices
exceeded only by those for incubi and succubi.

It was from such ignoble soil that their research grew. The names animating the courtesans
incorporated powerful epithetsfor human sexudity in itsmae and femde forms. By factoring out the
carndity common to both versions, the nomenclators had isolated epithets for generic human masculinity
and femininity, ones far more refined than those used when generating animals. Such epithetswere the
nucle around which they formed, by accretion, the names they sought.

Gradualy Stratton absorbed sufficient information to begin participating in the tests of prospective
human names. He worked in collaboration with the other nomenclatorsin the group, and between them
they divided up the vast tree of nomina possibilities, assgning branches for investigation, pruning away
those that proved unfruitful, cultivating those that seemed most productive.

The nomenclators paid women—typicaly young house-maidsin good hedth—for their mensesasa
source of human ova, which they then impressed with their experimental names and scrutinized under
microscopes, looking for forms that resembled human foetuses. Stratton inquired about the possibility of
harvesting ova from femal e megafoetuses, but Ashbourne reminded him that ovawere viable only when
taken from aliving woman. It was abasic dictum of biology: Femaeswere the source of thevital
principle that gave the offspring life, while males provided the basic form. Because of thisdivision, neither



sex could reproduce by itself.

Of course, that restriction had been lifted by Ashbourne' s discovery: the mal€ s participation was no
longer necessary since form could be induced lexically. Once aname was found that could generate
human foetuses, women could reproduce purely by themselves. Stratton realized that such adiscovery
might be welcomed by women exhibiting sexua inversion, fegling love for persons of the same rather than
the opposite sex. If the name were to become available to such women, they might establish acommune
of some sort that reproduced via parthenogenesis. Would such a society flourish by magnifying the finer
sengbilities of the gentle sex, or would it collapse under the unrestrained pathology of its membership? It
was impossible to guess.

Before Stratton’ s enlistment, the nomenclators had devel oped names capable of generating vaguedly
homuncular formsin an ovum. Using Dubuisson and Gille s methods, they enlarged the formsto asize
that alowed detailed examination; the forms resembled automata more than humans, their limbs ending in
paddies of fused digits. By incorporating his epithets for dexterity, Stratton was able to separate the digits
and refine the overal appearance of the forms. All the while, Ashbourne emphasized the need for an
unconventiona gpproach.

“Condgder the thermodynamics of what most automatado,” said Ashbourne during one of thelr
frequent discussions. “ The mining engines dig ore, the regping engines harvest whest, the wood-cutting
enginesfell timber; yet none of these tasks, no matter how useful we find them to be, can be said to
creste order. While al their names create order & the thermal level, by converting hest into motion, in the
vast mgjority the resulting work is gpplied at the visble level to create disorder.”

“Thisisan interesting perspective,” said Stratton thoughtfully. “Many long-standing deficitsin the
capabilities of automata becomeinteligiblein thislight: the fact that automata are unable to stack crates
more neatly than they find them; their inability to sort pieces of crushed ore based on their composition.

Y ou believe that the known classes of industrial names are not powerful enough in thermodynamic
terms”

“Precisdy!” Ashbourne displayed the excitement of atutor finding an unexpectedly apt pupil. “Thisis
another feature that distinguishes your class of dexterous names. By enabling an automation to perform
skilled labour, your names not only create order at the thermal level, they useit to create order at the
visbleleved aswdl.”

“I see acommondity with Milburn’ s discoveries,” said Stratton. Milburn had devel oped the
household automata able to return objectsto their proper places. “Hiswork likewiseinvolvesthe
creation of order at thevisbleleve.”

“Indeed it does, and this commondity suggests ahypothesis.” Ashbourne leaned forward. “ Suppose
we were able to factor out an epithet common to the names devel oped by you and Milburn: an epithet
expressing the creation of two levels of order. Further suppose that we discover aeuonym for the human
species, and were able to incorporate this epithet into the name. What do you imagine would be
generated by impressing the name? And if you say ‘twins | shall clout you on the head.”

Stratton laughed. 1 dare say | understand you better than that. Y ou are suggesting that if an epithetis
capable of inducing two levels of thermodynamic order in theinorganic domain, it might creste two
generationsin the organic domain. Such aname might create males whose spermatozoa would contain
preformed foetuses. Those males would be fertile, although any sonsthey produced would again be
Seile”

Hisingtructor clapped his hands together. “ Precisdly: order that begets order! Aninteresting
speculation, wouldn’t you agree? It would halve the number of medica interventions required for our
raceto sustain itself.”

“And what about inducing the formation of more than two generations of foetuses? What kind of
capabilities would an automaton have to possess, for its name to contain such an epithet?”’

“The science of thermodynamics has not progressed enough to answer that question, I'm afraid.
What would condtitute astill higher level of order in the inorganic domain? Automataworking
cooperatively, perhaps? We do not yet know, but perhapsin timewe will.”

Stratton gave voice to a question that had posed itsalf to him some time ago. “ Dr. Ashbourne, when |



wasinitiated into our group, Lord Fieldhurst spoke of the possibility that species are born in the wake of
catastrophic events. Isit possible that entire species were created by use of nomenclature?’

“Ah, now wetread in the relm of theology. A new species requires progenitors containing vast
numbers of descendants nested within their reproductive organs,; such forms embody the highest degree
of order imaginable. Can apurely physica process create such vast amounts of order? No naturdist has
suggested amechanism by which this could occur. On the other hand, while we do know that alexica
process can create order, the creation of an entire new species would require aname of incalculable
power. Such mastery of nomenclature could very well require the capabilities of God; perhapsitiseven
part of the definition.

“Thisisaquestion, Stratton, to which we may never know the answer, but we cannot alow that to
affect our current actions. Whether or not a name was responsible for the creation of our species, |
believe anameisthe best chance for its continuation.”

“Agreed,” said Stratton. After apause, he added, “I must confess, much of the time when | am
working, | occupy myself solely with the details of permutation and combination, and lose sight of the
sheer magnitude of our endeavor. It is sobering to think of what we will have achieved if we are
successtul.”

“I canthink of littleelse,” replied Ashbourne.

Seated at hisdesk in the manufactory, Stratton squinted to read the pamphlet he' d been given on the
street. Thetext was crudely printed, the letters blurred.

“Shal Men bethe Masters of NAMES, or shal Names be the masters of MEN ? For too long the
Capitalists have hoarded Names within their coffers, guarded by Patent and Lock and Key, amassing
fortunes by mere possession of LETTERS, while the Common Man must [abour for every shilling. They
will wring the ALPHABET until they have extracted every last penny fromiit, and only then discard it for
usto use. How long will We dlow thisto continue?’

Stratton scanned the entire pamphlet, but found nothing new init. For the past two months he’ d been
reading them, and encountered only the usua anarchist rants; there was as yet no evidencefor Lord
Feldhurst’ stheory that the scul ptors would use them to target Stratton’ swork. His public demonstration
of the dexterous automata was scheduled for next week, and by now Willoughby had largely missed his
opportunity to generate public opposition. In fact, it occurred to Stratton that he might distribute
pamphlets himsdf to generate public support. He could explain hisgod of bringing the advantages of
automata to everyone, and hisintention to keep close control over hisnames' patents, granting licenses
only to manufacturers who would use them conscientioudy. He could even have adogan: “ Autonomy
through Automata,” perhaps?

There was aknock at his office door. Stratton tossed the pamphlet into his wastebasket. “Y es?’

A man entered, somberly dressed, and with along beard. “Mr. Stratton?’ he asked. “Please alow
meto introduce mysdlf: My nameis Benjamin Roth. | am akabbdist.”

Stratton was momentarily speechless. Typicdly such mystics were offended by the modern view of
nomenclature as a science, considering it a secularization of a sacred ritual. He never expected oneto
vigt the manufactory. “ A pleasure to meet you. How may | be of assistance?’

“I’ve heard that you have achieved agreat advance in the permutation of letters.”

“Why, thank you. | didn’t redize it would be of interest to a person like yoursdlf.”

Roth smiled awkwardly. “My interest isnot in its practical applications. The goa of kabbdistsisto
better know God. The best means by which to do that isto study the art by which He creates. We
meditate upon different namesto enter an ecstatic state of consciousness, the more powerful the name,
the more closdly we approach the Divine.”

“I see” Stratton wondered what the kabbdist’ s reaction would beif he learned about the crestion
being attempted in the biological nomenclature project. “Please continue.”

“Y our epithetsfor dexterity enable agolem to scul pt another, thereby reproducing itself. A name
capable of creating abeing that is, in turn, capable of creation would bring us closer to God than we have
ever been before”



“I'm afraid you' re mistaken about my work, dthough you aren’t thefirst to fal under this
misapprehension. The ability to manipulate molds does not render an automaton able to reproduce itsdlf.
There would be many other skillsrequired.”

The Kabbdist nodded. “1 am well aware of that. | mysdlf, in the course of my studies, have
developed an epithet designating certain other skills necessary.”

Stratton leaned forward with sudden interest. After casting abody, the next step would be to animate
the body with aname. “Y our epithet endows an automaton with the ability to write?” His own automaton
could grasp apencil easily enough, but it couldn’t inscribe even the smplest mark. “How isit that your
automata possess the dexterity required for scrivening, but not that for manipulating molds?’

Roth shook his head modestly. “My epithet does not endow writing ability, or general manual
dexterity. It Smply enables agolem to write out the name that animatesit, and nothing e se”

“Ah, | see” Soit didn’t provide an gptitude for learning a category of skills; it granted asingle innate
skill. Stratton tried to imagine the nomenclatora contortions needed to make an automaton ingtinctively
write out a particular sequence of letters. “Very interesting, but | imagineit doesn’t have broad
gpplication, doesit?’

Roth gave a pained smile; Stratton realized he had committed afaux pas, and the man wastrying to
meet it with good humor. “ That isoneway to view it,” admitted Roth, “but we have a different
perspective. To usthe vaue of thisepithet, like any other, liesnot in the usefulnessit impartsto agolem,
but in the ecstatic sate it alows usto achieve.”

“Of course, of course. And your interest in my epithetsfor dexterity isthe same?’

“Yes. | am hoping that you will share your epithetswith us”

Stratton had never heard of akabbalist making such arequest before, and clearly Roth did not relish
being thefirst. He paused to consider. “Must a kabbalist reach acertain rank in order to meditate upon
the most powerful ones?”’

“Yes, very definitely.”

“So you redtrict the availability of the names.”

“Oh no; my apologiesfor misunderstanding you. The ecdtatic state offered by anameisachievable
only after one has mastered the necessary meditative techniques, and it' s these techniques that are closdly
guarded. Without the proper training, attempts to use these techniques could result in madness. But the
names themselves, even the most powerful ones, have no ecdtatic value to anovice; they can animate
clay, nothing more.”

“Nothing more,” agreed Stratton, thinking how truly different their perspectiveswere. “In that case,
I’'mafraid | cannot grant you use of my names.”

Roth nodded glumly, asif he’ d been expecting that answer. *Y ou desire payment of royaties.”

Now it was Stratton who had to overlook the other man’sfaux pas. “Money isnot my objective.
However, | have specific intentions for my dexterous automata which requirethat | retain control over the
patent. | cannot jeopardize those plans by releasing the namesindiscriminately.” Granted, he had shared
them with the nomenclators working under Lord Fieldhurst, but they were al gentlemen sworn to an even
greater secrecy. He was less confident about mystics.

“I can assure you that we would not use your name for anything other than ecstatic practices.”

“| gpologize; | believe you are sincere, but therisk istoo great. Themost | can do isremind you that
the patent has alimited duration; onceit has expired, you' |l be free to use the name however you like.”

“But that will take yeard”

“Surely you appreciate that there are others whose interests must be taken into account.”

“What | seeisthat commercia consderations are posing an obstacle to spiritua awakening. The
error was minein expecting anything different.”

“You are hardly being fair,” protested Stratton.

“Fair?’ Roth made avigble effort to restrain hisanger. “Y ou ‘ nomenclators steal techniques meant
to honor God and use them to aggrandize yoursalves. Y our entire industry prostitutes the techniques of
yezirah. You arein no position to spesk of fairness.”

“Now see here—"



“Thank you for speaking with me.” With that, Roth took hisleave.
Stratton sighed.

Peering through the eyepiece of the microscope, Stratton turned the manipulator’ s adjustment wheel
until the needle pressed againgt the side of the ovum. There was a sudden enfolding, like the retraction of
amollusc’ sfoot when prodded, transforming the sphere into atiny foetus. Stratton withdrew the needle
from the dide, unclamped it from the framework, and inserted anew one. Next he transferred the dide
into the warmth of the incubator and placed another dide, bearing an untouched human ovum, beneath
the microscope. Once again he leaned toward the microscope to repeat the process of impression.

Recently, the nomenclators had devel oped a name capable of inducing aform inditinguishable from
ahuman foetus. The formsdid not quicken, however: they remained immobile and unresponsive to
gtimuli. The consensus was that the name did not accurately describe the non-physica traits of ahuman
being. Accordingly, Stratton and his colleagues had been diligently compiling descriptions of human
uniqueness, trying to distill aset of epithets both expressive enough to denote these qualities, and succinct
enough to be integrated with the physica epithetsinto a seventy-two-lettered name.

Stratton transferred the final dide to the incubator and made the appropriate notations in the logbook.
At the moment he had no more names drawn in needle form, and it would be aday before the new
foetuses were mature enough to test for quickening. He decided to pass the rest of the evening in the
drawing room upgtairs.

Upon entering the walnut paneled room, he found Field-hurst and Ashbourne seeted in its leather
chairs, smoking cigars and spping brandy. “ Ah, Stratton,” said Ashbourne. “Do join us.”

“I believel will,” said Stratton, heading for the liquor cabinet. He poured himsdlf some brandy from a
crystal decanter and seated himsdlf with the others.

“Just up from the laboratory, Stratton?” inquired Fieldhurst.

Stratton nodded. “ A few minutes ago | made impressions with my most recent set of names. | fedl
that my latest permutations are leading in the right direction.”

“You are not donein feding optimistic; Dr. Ashbourne and | werejust discussing how much the
outlook has improved since this endeavor began. It now gppearsthat we will have aeuonym comfortably
in advance of thefina generation.” Fieldhurst puffed on hiscigar and leaned back in hischair until his
head rested against the antimacassar. “ This disaster may ultimately turn out to be aboon.”

“A boon? How s0?’

“Why, once we have human reproduction under our control, we will have ameans of preventing the
poor from having such large families as so many of them persist in having right now.”

Stratton was startled, but tried not to show it. “1 had not considered that,” he said carefully.

Ashbourne aso seemed mildly surprised. “I wasn't aware that you intended such apolicy.”

“| congdered it premature to mention it earlier,” said Fiddhurgt. “Counting on€e' s chickens before
they’re hatched, asthey say.”

“Of course”

“Y ou must agree that the potential is enormous. By exercisng some judgment when choosing who
may bear children or not, our government could preserve the nation’ sracia stock.”

“Isour racia stock under somethreat?’ asked Stratton.

“Perhaps you have not noticed that the lower classes are reproducing at arate exceeding that of the
nobility and gentry. While commoners are not without virtues, they arelacking in refinement and intellect.
These forms of menta impoverishment beget the same: A woman born into low circumstances cannot
help but gestate a child destined for the same. Consequent to the great fecundity of the lower classes, our
nation would eventualy drown in coarse dullards.”

“So nameimpressing will be withheld from the lower classes?’

“Not entirely, and certainly not initidly: when the truth about declining fertility isknown, it would be
aninvitationtoriot if the lower classes were denied accessto name impressing. And of course, the lower
classes do havether roleto play in our society, aslong astheir numbers are kept in check. | envision that
the policy will goin effect only after some years have passed, by which time people will have grown



accustomed to name impression as the method of fertilization. At that point, perhapsin conjunction with
the census process, we can impose limits on the number of children a given couple would be permitted to
have. The government would regul ate the growth and composition of the population thereefter.”

“Isthisthe most appropriate use of such aname?’ asked Ashbourne. “Our god wasthe survivd of
the species, not the implementation of partisan politics.”

“On the contrary, thisis purely scientific. Just asit’sour duty to ensure the species survives, it salso
our duty to guarantee its health by keeping a proper balance in its population. Politics doesn't enter into
it; were the Situation reversed and there existed a paucity of labourers, the opposite policy would be
cdledfor.”

Stratton ventured a suggestion. “1 wonder if improvement in conditionsfor the poor might eventudly
cause them to gestate more refined children?’

“Y ou are thinking about changes brought about by your cheap engines, aren’'t you?’ asked Fieldhurst
with asmile, and Stratton nodded. *Y our intended reforms and mine may reinforce each other.
Moderating the numbers of the lower classes should makeit easier for them to raisetheir living
conditions. However, do not expect that amere increase in economic comfort will improve the mentdity
of thelower classes”

“But why not?’

“Y ou forget the salf-perpetuating nature of culture,” said Fiddhurst. “We have seen thet dll
megafoetuses are identical, yet no one can deny the differences between the populaces of nations, in both
physica appearance and temperament. This can only be the result of the materna influence: The mother’s
womb isavessd in which the socia environment isincarnated. For example, awoman who haslived her
lifeamong Prussans naturdly gives birth to achild with Prussan traits; in this manner the nationa
character of that populace has sustained itsdlf for centuries, despite many changesin fortune. It would be
unreglistic to think the poor are any different.”

“Asazoologigt, you are undoubtedly wiser in these matters than we,” said Ashbourne, silencing
Stratton with aglance. “We will defer to your judgment.”

For the remainder of the evening the conversation turned to other topics, and Stratton did hisbest to
conced hisdiscomfort and maintain afacade of bonhomie. Finaly, after Fieldhurst had retired for the
evening, Stratton and A shbourne descended to the laboratory to confer.

“What manner of man have we agreed to help?’ exclaimed Stratton as soon as the door was closed.
“Onewho would breed people like livestock?’

“Perhaps we should not be so shocked,” said Ashbourne with asigh. He seated himsalf upon one of
the laboratory stools. “Our group’s goa has been to duplicate for humans a procedure that was intended
only for animas”

“But not at the expense of individud liberty! | cannot be aparty to this”

“Do not be hasty. What would be accomplished by your resigning from the group? To the extent that
your efforts contribute to our group’ s endeavor, your resignation would serve only to endanger the future
of the human species. Conversdly, if the group attainsits goa without your assstance, Lord Fiddhurst’s
policieswill beimplemented anyway.”

Stratton tried to regain his composure. Ashbourne was right; he could see that. After amoment, he
said, “So what course of action should we take? Are there others whom we could contact, Members of
Parliament who would oppose the policy that Lord Fiedhurst proposes?’

“| expect that most of the nobility and gentry would share Lord Fiddhurst’ s opinion on this matter.”
Ashbourne rested hisforehead on the fingertips of one hand, suddenly looking very old. “I should have
anticipated this. My error wasin viewing humanity purely as asingle species. Having seen England and
France working toward acommon god, | forgot that nations are not the only factions that oppose one
another.”

“What if we surreptitioudy distributed the name to the labouring classes? They could draw their own
needles and impress the name themselves, in secret.”

“They could, but the nameimpression is a ddlicate procedure best performed in alaboratory. I'm
dubious that the operation could be carried out on the scale necessary without attracting governmental



attention, and then falling under its contral.”

“Isthere an dternative?’

There was silence for along moment while they considered. Then Ashbourne said, “Do you recall
our speculation about a name that would induce two generations of foetuses?’

“Cetanly.”

“ Suppose we develop such aname but do not reved this property when we present it to Lord
Fedhurs.”

“That'sawily suggestion,” said Stratton, surprised. “ All the children born of such anamewould be
fertile, so they would be able to reproduce without governmental restriction.”

Ashbourne nodded. “In the period before population control measures go into effect, such aname
might be very widdy distributed.”

“But what of thefollowing generation? Sterility would recur, and the labouring classes would again be
dependent upon the government to reproduce.”

“True,” said Ashbourne, “it would be ashort-lived victory. Perhaps the only permanent solution
would be amore liberd Parliament, but it is beyond my expertise to suggest how we might bring that
about.”

Again Stratton thought about the changes that cheap engines might bring; if the Situation of the
working classes wasimproved in the manner he hoped, that might demonstrate to the nobility that
poverty was not innate. But even if the most favorable sequence of events was obtained, it would require
yearsto sway Parliament. “What if we could induce multiple generations with the initid name impresson?
A longer period before sterility recurs would increase the chances that more liberd socid policieswould
take hold.”

“You'reindulging afancy,” replied Ashbourne. “ Thetechnicd difficulty of inducing multiple
generationsis such that I’ d sooner wager on our successfully sprouting wings and taking flight. Inducing
two generations would be ambitious enough.”

The two men discussed dtrategieslate into the night. If they were to conced the true name of any
name they presented to Lord Fiddhur, they would have to forge alengthy trail of research results. Even
without the additiona burden of secrecy, they would be engaged in an unequd race, pursuing ahighly
sophigticated name while the other nomenclators sought a comparatively straightforward euonym. To
make the odds |ess unfavorable, Ashbourne and Stratton would need to recruit othersto their cause; with
such assigtance, it might even be possible to subtly impede the research of others.

“Who in the group do you think shares our palitica views?” asked Ashbourne.

“| fed confident that Milburn does. I’m not so certain about any of the others.”

“Take no chances. We must employ even more caution when gpproaching prospective members
than Lord Fieldhurst did when establishing thisgroup origindly.”

“Agreed,” said Stratton. Then he shook hishead in disbelief. “ Here we are forming a secret
organization nested within a secret organization. If only foetuses were so easily induced.”

It was the evening of the following, the sun was setting, and Stratton was strolling across Westmingter
Bridge asthelast remaining costermongers were whedling their barrows of fruit away. He had just had
supper at aclub he favored, and was walking back to Coade Manufactory. The previous evening at
Darrington Hall had disquieted him, and he had returned to London earlier today to minimize his
interaction with Lord Fieldhurst until he was certain hisface would not betray histrue fedings.

He thought back to the conversation where he and Ash-bourne had first entertained the conjecture of
factoring out an epithet for creating two levels of order. At the time he had made some effortsto find
such an epithet, but they were casud atempts given the superfluous nature of the goal, and they hadn’t
borne fruit. Now their gauge of achievement had been revised upward: Their previous goa was
inadequate, two generations seemed the minimum acceptable, and any additiona oneswould be
invauable

He again pondered the thermodynamic behavior induced by his dexterous names. Order & the
thermd level animated the automata, alowing them to cregte order at the visible leve. Order begetting



order. Ashbourne had suggested that the next level of order might be automata working together in a
coordinated fashion. Was that possible? They would have to communicate in order to work together
effectively, but automatawere intringcaly mute. What other means were there by which automata could
exchangein complex behavior?

He suddenly realized he had reached Coade Manufactory. By now it was dark, but he knew the way
to his office well enough. Stratton unlocked the building' s front door and proceeded through the gallery
and past the business offices.

As he reached the hallway fronting the nomenclators' offices, he saw light emanating from the frosted
glasswindow of his office door. Surely he hadn't left the gas on? He unlocked his door to enter, and was
shocked by what he saw.

A man lay face down on the floor in front of the desk, handstied behind his back. Stratton
immediately approached to check on the man. It was Benjamin Roth, the kabbdist, and he was dead.
Stratton redlized severd of the man’ sfingers were broken; he' d been tortured before he was killed.

Pale and trembling, Stratton rose to hisfeet, and saw that his officewasin utter disarray. The shelves
of his bookcases were bare; his books lay strewn face-down across the oak floor. His desk had been
swept clear; next to it was astack of its brass-handled drawers, emptied and overturned. A trail of stray
papers led to the open door to his studio; in a daze, Stratton stepped forward to see what had been done
there.

His dexterous automaton had been destroyed; the lower haf of it lay on thefloor, the rest of it
scattered as plaster fragments and dust. On the work-table, the clay models of the hands were pounded
flat, and his sketches of their design torn from the walls. The tubs for mixing plaster were over-flowing
with the papers from his office. Stratton took a closer ook, and saw that they had been doused with
lampail.

He heard a sound behind him and turned back to face the office. The front door to the office swung
closed and a broad-shoul dered man stepped out from behind it; he' d been standing there ever since
Stratton had entered. “Good of you to come,” the man said. He scrutinized Stratton with the predatory
gaze of araptor, an assassin.

Stratton bolted out of the back door of the studio and down the rear hallway. He could hear the man
givechase.

He fled through the darkened building, crossing work-roomsfilled with coke and iron bars, crucibles
and molds, dl illuminated by the moonlight entering through skylights overhead; he had entered the
metalworks portion of the factory. In the next room he paused for bresth, and realized how loudly his
footsteps had been echoing; skulking would offer a better chance a escape than running. He distantly
heard his pursuer’ s footsteps stop; the n had likewise opted for stedlth.

Stratton looked around for apromising hiding place. All around him were cast iron automatain
various stages of near-completion; he wasin the finishing room, where the runners | eft over from casting
were sawed off and the surfaces chased. There was no place to hide, and he was about to move on
when he noticed what |ooked like abundle of rifles mounted on legs. He looked more closdly, and
recognized it asamilitary engine.

These automata were built for the War Office: gun carriages that aimed their own cannon, and
rapid-firerifles, like this one, that cranked their own barrel-clusters. Nasty things, but they’ d proven
invaluablein the Crimeg; their inventor had been granted a peerage. Stratton didn’t know any namesto
animate the weapon—they were military secrets—but only the body on which the rifle was mounted was
automatous, therrifle sfiring mechanism was gtrictly mechanical. If he could point the body in the right
direction, he might be ableto fire therifle manually.

He cursed himsdf for his stupidity. There was no ammunition here. He stole into the next room.

It was the packing room, filled with pine crates and loose straw. Staying low between crates, he
moved to the far wall. Through the windows he saw the courtyard behind the factory, wherefinished
automata were carted away. He couldn’t get out that way; the courtyard gates were locked at night. His
only exit was through the factory’ sfront door, but he risked encountering the nif he headed back
the way he’ d come. He needed to cross over to the ceramicworks and double back through that side of



thefactory.

From the front of the packing room came the sound of footsteps. Stratton ducked behind arow of
crates, and then saw aside door only afew feet away. As stealthily as he could, he opened the door,
entered, and closed the door behind him. Had his pursuer heard him? He peered through asmdll grille set
in the door; he couldn’t see the man, but felt he' d gone unnoticed. The assassin was probably searching
the packing room.

Stratton turned around, and immediately realized his mistake. The door to the ceramicworkswasin
the opposite wall. He had entered a storeroom, filled with ranks of finished automata, but with no other
exits. There was no way to lock the door. He had cornered himself.

Wasthere anything in the room he could use as aweapon? The menagerie of automataincluded
some squat mining engines, whose forelimbs terminated in enormous pickaxes, but the ax-heads were
bolted to their limbs. There was no way he could remove one.

Stratton could hear the assassin opening side doors and searching other storerooms. Then he noticed
an automaton standing off to the Side: a porter used for moving the inventory about. It was
anthropomorphic in form, the only automaton in the room of that type. Anideacameto him.

Stratton checked the back of the porter’ s head. Porters names had entered the public domain long
ago, so there were no locks protecting its name dot; atab of parchment protruded from the horizontal
dot intheiron. Hereached into his coat pocket for the notebook and pencil he aways carried and tore
out asmall portion of ablank lesf. In the darkness he quickly wrote seventy-two lettersin afamiliar
combination, and then fol ded the paper into atight square.

To the porter, he whispered, “Go stand as close to the door as you can.” The cast iron figure
stepped forward and headed for the door. Its gait was very smooth, but not rapid, and the assassin
would reach this storeroom any moment now. “Faster,” hissed Stratton, and the porter obeyed.

Just asit reached the door, Stratton saw through the grille that his pursuer had arrived on the other
sde. “Get out of theway,” barked the man.

Ever obedient, the automaton shifted to take a step back when Stratton yanked out its name. The
n began pushing against the door, but Stratton was able to insert the new name, cramming the
sguare of paper into the dot as deeply as he could.

The porter resumed waking forward, thistime with afast, siff gait: hischildhood doll, now life-size.
It immediately ran into the door and, unperturbed, kept it shut with the force of its marching, itsiron
hands leaving fresh dentsin the door’ s oaken surface with every swing of itsarms, its rubber-shod feet
chafing heavily against the brick floor. Stratton retreated to the back of the storeroom.

“Stop,” the n ordered. “ Stop walking, you! Stop!”

The automaton continued marching, obliviousto al commands. The man pushed on the door, but to
no avail. Hethen tried damming into it with his shoulder, each impact causing the automaton to dide back
dightly, but itsrapid strides brought it forward again before the man could squeezeinsde. Therewasa
brief pause, and then something poked through the grille in the door; the man was prying it off witha
crowbar. The grille abruptly popped free, leaving an open window. The man stretched his arm through
and reached around to the back of the automaton’s head, his fingers searching for the name each timeiits
head bobbed forward, but there was nothing for them to grasp; the paper was wedged too deeply in the
dot.

The arm withdrew. The n'sface appeared in the window. “ Fancy yoursdlf clever, don’t you?’
he called out. Then he disappeared.

Stratton relaxed dightly. Had the man given up? A minute passed, and Stratton began to think about
his next move. He could wait here until the factory opened; there would be too many people about for
the assassin to remain.

Suddenly the man’sarm came through the window again, thistime carrying ajar of fluid. He poured
it over the automaton’ s head, the liquid splattering and dripping down its back. The man’s arm withdrew,
and then Stratton heard the sound of amatch being struck and then flaring dight. The man’sarm
regppeared bearing the match, and touched it to the automaton.

The room was flooded with light as the automaton’ s head and upper back burst into flames. The man



had doused it with lamp oil. Stratton squinted at the spectacle: Light and shadow danced across the floor
and walls, transforming the storeroom into the Site of some druidic ceremony. The heat caused the
automaton to hasten its vague assault on the door, like asalamandrine priest dancing with increasing
frenzy, until it abruptly froze: 1ts name had caught fire, and the | etters were being consumed.

Theflamesgradudly died out, and to Stratton’s newly light-adapted eyes the room seemed amost
completely black. More by sound than by sight, he redlized the man was pushing at the door again, this
time forcing the automaton back enough for him to gain entrance.

“Enough of thet, then.”

Stratton tried to run past him, but the assassin easily grabbed him and knocked him down with a
clout to the head.

His senses returned dmost immediatdly, but by then the n had him face down on thefloor, one
knee pressed into his back. The man tore the health amulet from Stratton’ swrist and then tied his hands
together behind his back, drawing the rope tightly enough that the hemp fibers scraped the skin of his
wrigts.

“What kind of man are you, to do things like this?’ Stratton gasped, his cheek flattened againgt the
brick floor.

The n chuckled. “Men are no different from your automata; dip a bloke apiece of paper with
the proper figuresonit, and he'll do your bidding.” The room grew light asthe man lit an oil lamp.

“What if | paid you moreto leave me done?’

“Can’t doit. Have to think about my reputation, haven’t 1? Now let’ s get to business.” He grasped
the smallest finger of Stratton’ sleft hand and abruptly brokeit.

The pain was shocking, so intense that for amoment Stratton wasinsensibleto al else. Hewas
digtantly aware that he had cried out. Then he heard the man speaking again. “ Answer my questions
straight now. Do you keep copies of your work at home?’

“Yes.” He could only get afew words out at atime. “At my desk. In the study.”

“No other copies hidden anywhere? Under the floor, perhaps?’

“No.”

“Y our friend upstairs didn’t have copies. But perhaps someone el se does?’

He couldn’t direct the man to Darrington Hall. “No one.”

The man pulled the notebook out of Stratton’s coat pocket. Stratton could hear him leisurely flipping
through the pages. “Didn’t post any |etters? Corresponding with colleagues, that sort of thing?’

“Nothing that anyone could use to reconstruct my work.”

“You'relying to me.” The man grasped Stratton’ sring finger.

“No! It'sthetruth!” He couldn’t keep the hysteriafrom hisvoice.

Then Stratton heard asharp thud, and the pressure in his back eased. Cautioudy, he raised his head
and looked around. His assailant lay unconscious on the floor next to him. Standing next to him was
Davies, holding aleather blackjack.

Davies pocketed his weapon and crouched to unknot the rope that bound Stratton. “ Are you badly
hurt, Sr?’

“He sbroken one of my fingers. Davies, how did you—7"

“Lord Fiedhurst sent me the moment he learned whom Willoughby had contacted.”

“Thank God you arrived when you did.” Stratton saw theirony of the Situation—his rescue ordered
by the very man he was plotting against—but he was too grateful to care.

Davies hel ped Stratton to hisfeet and handed him his notebook. Then he used the ropeto tie up the
assassin. “1 went to your office first. Who' sthefellow there?’

“Hisnameis—was Benjamin Roth.” Stratton managed to recount his previous meeting with the
kabbalist. “I don’t know what he was doing there.”

“Many religioustypes have abit of the fanatic in them,” said Davies, checking the n’'sbonds.
“Asyou wouldn't give him your work, he likdly fdt justified in taking it himsdf. He cameto your officeto
look for it, and had the bad luck to be there when thisfellow arrived.”

Stratton felt aflood of remorse. “1 should have given Roth what he asked.”



“Y ou couldn’'t have known.”
“It'san outrageous injustice that he was the oneto die. He d nothing to do with this affair.”
“It' sdwaysthat way, Sr. Come on, let’ stend to that hand of yours.”

Davies bandaged Stratton’ sfinger to a splint, assuring him that the Roya Society would discreetly
handle any consequences of the night’ s events. They gathered the oil-stained papers from Stratton’s
officeinto atrunk so that Stratton could sift through them at hisleisure, away from the manufactory. By
the time they werefinished, a carriage had arrived to take Stratton back to Darrington Hall; it had set out
at the same time as Davies, who had ridden into London on aracing-engine. Stratton boarded the
carriage with the trunk of papers, while Davies stayed behind to dedl with the n and make
arrangements for the kabbalist’s body.

Stratton spent the carriage ride sipping from aflask of brandy, trying to steedy hisnerves. Hefdt a
sense of rdlief when he arrived back at Darrington Hall; although it held its own variety of thrests,
Stratton knew he' d be safe from assassination there. By the time he reached his room, his panic had
largely been converted into exhaustion, and he dept deeply.

He felt much more composed the next morning, and ready to begin sorting through his trunkful of
papers. As he was arranging them into stacks approximating their original organization, Stratton found a
notebook he didn’t recognize. Its pages contained Hebrew |etters arranged in the familiar patterns of
nominal integration and factorization, but al the notes were in Hebrew aswell. With arenewed pang of
guilt, heredized it must have belonged to Roth; the assassin must have found it on his person and tossed
it inwith Stratton’ s papers to be burned.

Hewas about to set it aside, but his curiosity bested him: He' d never seen akabbalist’ s notebook
before. Much of the terminology was archaic, but he could understand it well enough; among the
incantations and sephiratic diagrams, he found the epithet enabling an automaton to write its own name.
As heread, Stratton realized that Roth’ s achievement was more e egant that he’ d previoudy thought.

The epithet didn't describe a specific set of physica actions, but instead the genera notion of
reflexivity. A nameincorporating the epithet became an autonym: a self-designating name. The notes
indicated that such aname would expressitslexica nature through whatever means the body alowed.
The animated body wouldn’t even need hands to write out its name; if the epithet were incorporated
properly, aporcelain horse could likely accomplish the task by dragging ahoof in the dirt.

Combined with one of Stratton’ s epithets for dexterity, Roth’s epithet would indeed | et an automaton
do most of what was needed to reproduce. An automaton could cast abody identical to its own, write
out itsown name, and insert it to animate the body. It couldn’t train the new one in sculpture, though,
since automeata couldn’t speak. An automaton that could truly reproduce itsalf without human assistance
remained out of reach, but coming this close would undoubtedly have ddighted the kabbalists.

It seemed unfair that automata were so much easier to reproduce than humans. It was asif the
problem of reproducing automata need be solved only once, while that of reproducing humanswas a
Sisyphean task, with every additiona generation increasing the complexity of the name required.

And abruptly Stratton redlized that he didn’t need a name that redoubled physical complexity, but
onethan enabled lexical duplication.

The solution was to impress the ovum with an autonym, and thus induce afoetus that bore its own
name.

The name would have two versons, as origindly proposed: one used to induce male foetuses,
another for female foetuses. The women concelved thisway would be fertile as aways. The men
conceived thisway would aso befertile, but not in the typica manner: Their spermatozoawould not
contain preformed foetuses, but would instead bear either of two names on their surfaces, the
sdf-expression of the names origindly born by the glass needles. And when such a spermatozoon
reached an ovum, the name would induce the creation of anew foetus. The specieswould be able to
reproduce itsalf without medica intervention, becauseit would carry the name within itsdlf.

He and Dr. Ashbourne had assumed that creating animals cgpable of reproducing meant giving them
preformed foetuses, because that was the method employed by nature. As aresult they had overlooked



another possibility: that if acreature could be expressed in aname, reproducing that creature was
equivalent to transcribing the name. An organism could contain, instead of atiny andogue of itsbody, a
lexical representation instead.

Humanity would become avehicle for the name aswell asa product of it. Each generation would be
both content and vessdl, an echo in asdf-sustaining reverberation.

Stratton envisioned a day when the human species could survive aslong asits own behavior alowed,
when it could stand or fall based purely on its own actions, and not smply vanish once some
predetermined life span had elapsed. Other species might bloom and wither like flowers over seasons of
geologic time, but humanswould endure for aslong asthey determined.

Nor would any group of people control the fecundity of another; in the procreative domain, at least,
liberty would be restored to the individua. Thiswas not the application Roth had intended for his epithet,
but Stratton hoped the kabbdist would consider it worthwhile. By the time the autonym’ s true power
became gpparent, an entire generation consisting of millions of people worldwide would have been born
of the name, and there would be no way any government could control their reproduction. Lord
Fieldhurst—or his successors—would be outraged, and there would eventually be a price to be paid, but
Stratton found he could accept that.

He hastened to his desk, where he opened his own notebook and Roth’s side by side. On ablank
page, he began writing down ideas on how Roth'’ s epithet might be incorporated into a human euonym.
Already in hismind Stratton was trangposing the letters, searching for a permutation that denoted both
the human body and itself, an ontogenic encoding for the species.
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