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PROLOGUE

The Hegermony Consul sat on the bal cony of his ebony spaceship and pl ayed
Rachmani noff's Prelude in C-sharp M nor on an anci ent but

wel | - mai ntai ned Steinway while great, green, saurian things surged and
bel | owed in the swanps below. A thunderstormwas brewing to the north.
Brui se-bl ack cl ouds silhouetted a forest of giant gymmosperns while
stratocumul us towered nine kilometers high in a violent sky. Lightning
rippled along the horizon. Cdoser to the ship, occasional vague,
reptilian shapes would blunder into the interdiction field, cry out, and
then crash away through indigo msts. The Consul concentrated on a
difficult section of the Prelude and ignored the approach of storm and
nightfall.

The fatline receiver chined.

The Consul stopped, fingers hovering above the keyboard, and |i stened.
Thunder runbl ed through the heavy air. Fromthe direction of the
gymmosperm forest there came the nournful ululation of a carrion-breed
pack. Somewhere in the darkness below, a small-brained beast trunpeted
its answering challenge and fell quiet.

The interdiction field added its sonic undertones to the sudden sil ence.
The fatline chimed again.

"Dam,"' said the Consul and went in to answer it.

VWil e the conputer took a few seconds to convert and decode the burst of
decayi ng tachyons, the Consul poured hinmself a glass of Scotch. He
settled into the cushions of the projection pit just as the diskey

bli nked green. 'Play,' he said.

' You have been chosen to return to Hyperion,' came a woman's husky
voi ce. Full visuals had not yet formed; the air remai ned enpty except
for the pulse of transnission

codes which told the Consul that this fatline squirt had originated on
t he Hegermony administrative world of Tau Ceti Center. The Consul did
not need the transni ssion coordinates to know this. The aged but stil
beautiful voice of Meina d adstone was unni stakabl e.

' You have been chosen to return to Hyperion as a nenber of the Shrike
Pil gri mage,' continued the voice.

The hell you say, thought the Consul and rose to |leave the pit.

"You and six others have been selected by the Church of the Shrike and



confirmed by the AIl Thing,' said Meina dadstone. 'It is in the
i nterest of the Hegenony that you accept.”

The Consul stood notionless in the pit, his back to the flickering
transm ssion codes. Wthout turning, he raised his glass and drai ned
the last of the Scotch.

"The situation is very confused,' said Meina G adstone. Her voice was
weary. 'The consulate and Hone Rule Council fatlined us three standard
weeks ago with the news that the Tinme Tonbs showed signs of opening. The
anti-entropic fields around them were expanding rapidly and the Shrike
has begun ranging as far south as the Bridle Range."

The Consul turned and dropped into the cushions. A hoio had forned of
Mei na d adstone's ancient face. Her eyes |ooked as tired as her voice
sounded.

" A FORCE: space task force was i mredi ately dispatched from Parvati to
evacuate the Hegenony citizens on Hyperion before the Tine Tonbs open
Their time-debt will be a little nore than three Hyperion years." Meina
d adst one paused. The Consul thought he had never seen the Senate CEO
ook so grim 'We do not know if the evacuation fleet will arrive in
time,' she said, '"but the situation is even nore conplicated. An CQuster
mgration cluster of at |east four thousand... units..

has been detected approaching the Hyperion system

Qur evacuation task force should arrive only a short while before the
Qusters."

The Consul understood d adstone's hesitation. An Quster migration
cluster mght consist of ships ranging in size from singl e-person
ranscouts to can cities and comet forts holding tens of thousands of the
interstellar barbarians.

'The FORCE joint chiefs believe that this is the Qusters' big push,'
said Meina d adstone. The ship's conputer had positioned the holo so
that the woman's sad brown eyes seened to be staring directly at the
Consul .

"Whet her they seek to control just Hyperion for the Tine Tonbs or
whether this is an all-out attack on the Wirldweb remains to be seen. In
the neantime, a full FORCE: space battle fleet conplete with a fareaster
construction battalion has spun up fromthe Camm Systemto join the
evacuation task force, but this fleet nay be recal |l ed dependi ng upon

ci rcunst ances. "

The Consul nodded and absently raised the Scotch to his lips. He
frowned at the enpty glass and dropped it onto the thick carpeting of
the holopit. Even with no military training he understood the difficult
tactical decision dadstone and the joint chiefs were faced with.

Unless a military fareaster were hurriedly constructed in the Hyperion
system at staggering expense- there would be no way to resist the
Quster invasion. Watever secrets the Tine Tonbs nmight hold would go to
t he Hegermony's eneny. |If the fleet did construct a farcaster in tine
and the Hegenobny comitted the total resources of FORCE to defending the



single, distant, colonial world of Hyperion, the Wrldweb ran the
terrible risk of suffering an Quster attack el sewhere on the perineter,
or- in a worst-case scenario- having the barbarians actually seizing the
farcaster and penetrating the Wb itself. The Consul tried to inmagine
the reality of arnored Quster troops stepping through farcaster portals
into the undefended honme cities on a hundred worlds.

The Consul wal ked through the holo of Meina G adstone, retrieved his
gl ass, and went to pour another Scotch

' You have been chosen to join the pilgrimge to the Shrike,' said the
i mage of the old CEO whomthe press |loved to conpare to Lincoln or

Churchill or Alvarez-Tenp or whatever other pre-Hegira |l egend was in
historical vogue at the tine. 'The Tenplars are sending their treeship
Yggdrasil!,' said G adstone, 'and the

evacuation task force comander has instructions to let it pass. Wth a
t hree-week time-debt, you can rendezvous with the Yggdrasill before it
goes quantum fromthe Parvati system The six other pilgrins chosen by
the Shrike Church will be aboard the treeship. Qur intelligence reports
suggest that at |east one of the seven pilgrins is an agent of the
Qusters. We do not... at this tine... have any way of know ng which
one it is."

The Consul had to smile. Anobng all the other risks d adstone was
taking, the old woman had to consider the possibility that he was the
spy and that she was fatlining crucial information to an Quster agent.
O had she given himany crucial information? The fleet novements were
det ect abl e as soon as the ships used their Hawking drives, and if the
Consul were the spy, the CEO s revelation mght be a way to scare him
off. The Consul's smle faded and he drank his Scotch

' Sol Wi ntraub and Fedmahn Kassad are anmpong the seven pilgrinms chosen,'
sai d d adstone.

The Consul's frown deepened. He stared at the cloud of digits
flickering like dust motes around the old wonman's inage. Fifteen
seconds of fatline transm ssion tinme renained.

"W need your help,' said Meina dadstone. 'It is essential that the
secrets of the Tinme Tonbs and Shri ke be uncovered. This pilgrimge my
be our last chance. |If the Qusters conquer Hyperion, their agent nust

be elimnated and the Tine Tonbs sealed at all cost. The fate of the
Hegermony may depend upon it."

The transni ssion ended except for the pulse of rendezvous coordi nates.
' Response?" asked the ship's conputer.

Despite the trenendous energi es involved, the spacecraft was capabl e of
placing a brief, coded squirt into the incessant babble of FTL bursts
which tied the human portions of the gal axy together

"No,' said the Consul and went outside to |ean on the bal cony railing.
Ni ght had fallen and the clouds were low. No stars were visible. The
dar kness woul d have been absol ute except for the internmittent flash of
lightning to the north and a soft phosphorescence rising fromthe
mar shes. The Consul was suddenly very aware that he was, at that



second, the only sentient being on an unnanmed world. He listened to the
ant edi | uvi an ni ght sounds rising fromthe swanps and he thought about
nmor ni ng, about setting out in the Vikken EMV at first |ight, about
spendi ng the day in sunshine, about hunting big game in the fern forests
to the south and then returning to the ship in the evening for a good
steak and a cold beer. The Consul thought about the sharp pleasure of
the hunt and the equally sharp sol ace of solitude: solitude he had
earned t hrough the pain and ni ghtmare he had

al ready suffered on Hyperion

Hyperi on.

The Consul went inside, brought the balcony in, and sealed the ship just
as the first heavy raindrops began to fall. He clinbed the spira
staircase to his sleeping cabin at the apex of the ship. The circular
room was dark except for silent explosions of |ightning which outlined
rivulets of rain coursing the skylight. The Consul stripped, |ay back
on the firmmattress, and switched on the sound system and externa

audi o pickups. He listened as the fury of the stormblended with the

vi ol ence of Wagner's 'Flight of the Valkyries." Hurricane w nds buffeted
the ship. The sound of thunderclaps filled the roomas the skylight
flashed white, |eaving afterimges burning in the Consu!'s retinas.

Wagner is good only for thunderstorns, he thought.

He closed his eyes but the lightning was visible through cl osed eyeli ds.
He renenbered the glint of ice crystals blow ng through the tunbled
ruins on the low hills near the Tine Tonbs and the col der gl eam of stee
on the Shrike's inpossible tree of netal thorns. He renenbered screans
in the night and the hundred-facet, ruby and-bl ood gaze of the Shrike
itself.

Hyperi on.

The Consul silently conmanded the conputer to shut off all speakers and
raised his wist to cover his eyes. |In the sudden silence he |ay

t hi nki ng about how insane it would be to return to Hyperion. During his
el even years as Consul on that distant and enigmatic world, the
nysterious Church of the Shrike had allowed a dozen barges of offworld
pilgrinms to depart for the w ndswept barrens

around the Tinme Tonbs, north of the mpbuntains. No one had returned. And
that had been in normal times, when the Shrike had been prisoner to the
tides of tine and forces no one understood, and the anti-entropic fields
had been contained to a few dozen neters around the Tine Tombs. And

t here had been no threat of an Quster invasion

The Consul thought of the Shrike, free to wander everywhere on Hyperion
of the nmillions of indigenies and thousands of Hegenobny citizens
hel pl ess before a creature which defied physical |aws and which

conmuni cated only through death, and he shivered despite the

warmt h of the cabin.

Hyperi on.



The night and storm passed. Another stornfront raced ahead of the
approachi ng dawn. Gymmosperns two hundred neters tall bent and whi pped
before the conming torrent. Just before first light, the Consul's ebony
spaceship rose on a tail of blue plasm and punched through thickening
clouds as it clinbed toward space and rendezvous.

ONE

The Consul awoke with the peculiar headache, dry throat, and sense of
havi ng forgotten a thousand dreans which only periods in cryogenic fugue
could bring. He blinked, sat upright on a | ow couch, and groggily
pushed away the | ast sensor tapes clinging to his skin. There were two
very short crew clones and one very tall, hooded Tenplar with himin the
wi ndowl ess ovoid of a room One of the clones offered the Consul the
traditional post-thaw glass of orange juice. He accepted it and drank
greedily.

"The Tree is two light-mnutes and five hours of travel from Hyperion,'
said the Tenplar, and the Consul realized that he was being addressed by
Het Masteen, captain of the Tenplar treeship and True Voice of the Tree.
The Consul vaguely realized that it was a great honor to be awakened by
the Captain, but he was too groggy and disoriented fromfugue to
appreciate it.

'The others have been awake for sone hours,’' said Het Masteen and
gestured for the clones to | eave them

' They have assenbl ed on the forenost dining platform"

"Hhrghn,' said the Consul and took a drink. He cleared his throat and
tried again. 'Thank you, Het Masteen,' he nanaged. Looking around at
t he egg-shaped roomwith its carpet of dark grass, translucent walls,
and support ribs of continuous, curved weirwod, the Consul realized
that he must be in one of the smaller environnent pods. dosing his
eyes, he tried to recall his nmenories of rendezvous just before the
Tenpl ar ship went quant um

The Consul remenbered his first glinpse of the kilonmeter-long treeship
as he closed for rendezvous, the treeship's details blurred by the
redundant machi ne and

erg-generated contai nnent fields which surrounded it |ike a spherica
mst, but its leafy bulk clearly ablaze with thousands of |ights which
shone softly through | eaves and thin-walled environnent pods, or along
countl ess platforns, bridges, comand decks, stairways, and bowers.
Around the base of the treeship, engineering and cargo spheres clustered
i ke oversized galls while blue and violet drive streaners trailed
behind like ten-kilometer-long roots.

'The others await,' Her Masteen said softly and nodded toward | ow

cushi ons where the Consul's luggage |ay ready to open upon his comrand.
The Tenpl ar gazed thoughtfully at the weirwood rafters while the Consu
dressed in sem formal evening wear of |oose black trousers, polished
ship boots, a white silk blouse which ball ooned at wai st and el bows,
topaz collar cinch, black deni-coat complete with slashes of Hegenony
crinmson on the epaulets, and a soft gold tricorne. A section of curved
wal | becanme a mrror and the Consul stared at the inmmge there: a nore



than m ddl e-aged man in sem -fornmal evening wear, sunburned skin but
oddly pal e under the sad eyes. The Consul frowned, nodded, and turned
away.

Het Masteen gestured and the Consul followed the tall, robed figure
through a dilation in the pod onto an ascendi ng wal kway which curved up
and out of sight around the nassive bark wall of the treeship's trunk

The Consul paused, noved to the edge of the wal kway, and took a quick
step back. It was at |east six hundred neters down- down being created
by the one-sixth standard gravity being generated by the singularities
i nprisoned at the base of the tree - and there were no railings.

They resuned their silent ascent, turning off fromthe main trunk
wal kway thirty meters and half a trunk-spiral later to cross a flinsy
suspension bridge to a five-neter-wi de branch. They followed this
outward to where the riot of |eaves caught the glare of Hyperion's sun

'Has my ship been brought out of storage?" asked the Consul

"It is fueled and ready in sphere eleven,' said Her Masteen. They
passed into the shadow of the trunk and stars becane visible in the

bl ack patches between the dark latticework of |eaves. 'The other
pilgrims have agreed to ferry down in your ship if the FORCE authorities
gi ve perm ssion,' added the Tenplar.

The Consul rubbed his eyes and w shed that he had been allowed nore tine
to retrieve his wits fromthe cold grip of cryonic fugue. 'You' ve been
in touch with the task force?"

'"Ch, yes, we were challenged the nonent we tunnel ed down from quantum
| eap. A Hegenony warship is..

escorting us.. - this very nonent." Het Masteen gestured toward a patch
of sky above them

The Consul squinted upward but at that second segnents of the upper
tiers of branches revolved out of the treeship's shadow and acres of

| eaves ignited in sunset hues. Even in the still shadowed pl aces,
gl owbi rds nestled |ike Japanese | anterns above |ighted wal kways, gl ow ng
swi ngvines, and illum nated hanging bridges, while fireflies fromdQd

Earth and radi ant gossaners from Maul - Covenant blinked and coded their
way through |abyrinths of |eaves, mxing with constellations
sufficiently to fool even the npst starw se traveler

Het Masteen stepped into a basket |ift hanging from a whi skered-carbon
cabl e whi ch di sappeared into the three hundred neters of tree above
them The Consul followed and they were borne silently upward. He
noted that the wal kways, pods, and platforns were conspi cuously enpty
except for a few Tenplars and their dimnutive crew clone counterparts.
The Consul could recall seeing no other passengers during his rushed
hour between rendezvous and fugue, but he had put that down to the

i mm nence of the treeship going quantum assuming then that the
passengers were safe in their fugue couches. Now, however, the treeship
was traveling far below relativistic velocities and its branches shoul d
be crowded with gawki ng passengers. He nentioned his observation to the
Tenpl ar.



'The six of you are our only passengers,' said Het Masteen. The basket
stopped in a maze of foliage and

the treeship captain led the way up a wooden escal ator worn with age.

The Consul blinked in surprise. A Tenplar treeship normally carried
between two and five thousand passengers; it was easily the nost
desirable way to travel between the stars. Treeships rarely accrued
nore than a four- or five-nonth tine-debt, nmaking short, scenic

Ccrossi ngs where star systens were a very few light-years apart, thus
allowing their affluent passengers to spend as little tinme as necessary
in fugue. For the treeship to nake the trip to Hyperion and back
accunul ating six years of Web time with no payi ng passengers woul d nean
a staggering financial loss to the Tenpl ars.

Then the Consul realized, belatedly, that the treeship would be idea
for the upcom ng evacuation, its expenses ultimately to be reinbursed by
t he Hegernony.

Still, the Consul knew, to bring a ship as beautiful and vul nerable as
the Yggdrasill - one of only five of its kind - into a war zone was a
terrible risk for the Tenpl ar Brotherhood.

"Your fellow pilgrims,' announced Het Masteen as he and the Consu
energed onto a broad platformwhere a small group waited at one end of a
| ong wooden tabl e.

Above themthe stars burned, rotating occasionally as the treeship
changed its pitch or yaw, while to either side a solid sphere of foliage
curved away |ike the green skin of sone great fruit. The Consu

i medi ately recogni zed the setting as the Captain's dining platform
even before the five other passengers rose to |l et Her Masteen take his
pl ace at the head of the table. The Consul found an enpty chair waiting
for himto the left of the Captain

When everyone was seated and quiet, Het Masteen nade fornal

i ntroductions. Although the Consul knew none of the others from
personal experience, several of the names were fanmliar and he used his
diplomat's long training to file away identities and inpressions.

To the Consul's |eft sat Father Lenar Hoyt, a priest of the old-style
Christian sect known as Catholic. For a second the Consul had forgotten
the significance of the black clothing and Roman collar, but then he
renmenmbered St Francis Hospital on Hebron where he had

recei ved al cohol trauma therapy after his disastrous first diplomatic
assi gnment there al nost four standard decades earlier. And at the
mention of Hoyt's nane he renenbered another priest, one who had

di sappeared on Hyperion hal fway through his own tenure there.

Lenar Hoyt was a young nman by the Consul's reckoning - no nore than his
early thirties - but it appeared that something had aged the man
terribly in the not too distant past. The Consul |ooked at the thin
face, cheekbones pressing against sallow flesh, eyes |arge but hooded in
deep hollows, thin lips set in a permanent twitch of nuscle too
downturned to be called even a cynical smile, the hairline not so much



recedi ng as ravaged by radiation, and he felt he was | ooking at a man
who had been ill for years. Still, the Consul was surprised that behind
t hat mask of conceal ed pain there remai ned the physical echo of the boy
in the man - the faintest remants of the round face, fair skin, and
soft mouth which had bel onged to a younger, healthier, |ess cynica

Lenar Hoyt.

Next to the priest sat a man whose inage had been faniliar to nost
citizens of the Hegenobny some years before. The Consul wondered if the
collective attention span in the Wrldweb was as short now as it had
been when he had lived there. Shorter, probably. |[If so, then Col one
Fedmahn Kassad, the so-called Butcher of South Bressia, was probably no
| onger either infanpbus or fanpbus. To the Consul's generation and to al
those who lived in the slow, expatriate fringe of things, Kassad was not
soneone one was likely to forget.

Col onel Fedmahn Kassad was tall- alnost tall enough to | ook the

two- neter Her Masteen in the eye - and dressed in FORCE black with no
rank insignia or citations showing. The black uniformwas oddly simlar
to Father Hoyt's garb, but there was no real resenbl ance between the two

nmen. In lieu of Hoyt's wasted appearance, Kassad was brown, obviously
fit, and whi p-handle lean, with strands of nuscle showi ng in shoul der
wist, and throat. The Colone!'s eyes were small, dark, and as

al | -enconpassing as the lenses of sone primtive video canera. His face
was all angles: shadows, planes, and facets. Not gaunt |ike Father
Hoyt's, merely carved fromcold stone. A thin line of beard along his
jawl i ne served to accent the sharpness of his countenance as surely as
bl ood on a knife bl ade.

The Col onel's intense, slow novenents rem nded the Consul of an
Earth-bred jaguar he had seen in a private seedship zoo on Lusus nany
years before. Kassad's voice was soft but the Consul did not fail to
notice that even the Colone!'s silences conmanded attention

Most of the long table was enpty, the group clustered at one end. Across
from Fedmahn Kassad sat a man introduced as the poet Martin Sil enus.

Si | enus appeared to be quite the opposite of the mlitary *****man
across fromhim Were Kassad was lean and tall, Martin Silenus was
short and visibly out of shape.

Countering Kassad's stone-cut features, the poet's face was as nobile
and expressive as an Earth primate's. H's voice was a |oud, profane
rasp. There was sonething, thought the Consul, al nbst pleasantly
denoni ¢ about Martin Silenus, with his ruddy cheeks, broad nouth,

pi tched eyebrows, sharp ears, and constantly noving hands sporting
fingers long enough to serve a concert pianist.

O a strangler. The poet' s silver hair had been cropped into
rough- hewn bangs.

Martin Silenus seemed to be in his late fifties, but the Consul noticed
the telltale blue tinge to throat and pal ms and suspected that the man
had been through nore than a few Poul sen treatments. Silenus's true age
nm ght be anywhere from ni netytoa hundred and fiftystandard years. | f
he were close to the latter age, the Consul knew, the odds were that the
poet was quite nad.



As boi sterous and aninated as Martin Sil enus seened upon first

encounter, so the next guest at the table exuded an i medi ate and

equal ly inpressive sense of intelligent reticence. Sol Wintranb | ooked
up upon introduction and the Consul noted the short gray beard, |ined
forehead, and sad, |um nous eyes of the we!i-known scholar. The Consu
had heard tal es of the Wandering Jew and his hopel ess quest, but he was
shocked to realize that the old man now held the infant in his arms -
hi s daughter Rachel, no nore than a few weeks old. The Consul | ooked
awnay.

The sixth pilgrimand only woman at the table was Brawne Lam a. When
i ntroduced, the detective stared at the Consul with such intensity that
he could feel the pressure of her gaze even after she | ooked away.

A forner citizen of the 1.3-g world of Lusus, Brawne Lania was no taller
than the poet two chairs to her right, but even her |oose corduroy
shipsuit did not conceal the heavy | ayers of nuscle on her conpact form
Bl ack curls reached to her shoul ders, her eyebrows were two dark |ines
dabbed hori zontally across a wi de brow, and her nose was solid and
sharp, intensifying the aquiline quality of her stare. Lam a's nouth
was w de and expressive to the point of being sensuous, curled slightly
at the coruers in a slight snmile which might be cruel or merely playful
The wonman's dark eyes seened to dare the observer to discover which was
t he case.

It occurred to the Consul that Brawne Lanmia mght well be considered
beauti ful .

I ntroductions conpl eted, the Consul cleared his throat and turned toward
the Tenplar. 'Het Masteen, you said that there were seven pilgrins. |Is
M

Weintraub's child the sevent h?"
Het Masteen's hood noved slowy fromside to side.

"No. Only those who make a conscious decision to seek the Shrike may be
counted anong the pilgrims."

The group at the table stirred slightly. Each rmust know what the Consu
knew, only a group conprising a prinme nunber of pilgrinm mght nake the
Shri ke Church-sponsored trip north.

"I amthe seventh,' said Het Masteen, captain of the Tenplar treeship
ggdrasill and the True Voice of the Tree. In the silence which foll owed
t he announcenment, Her Masteen gestured and a group of crew clones began
serving the pilgrinms their |ast neal before planetfall

'So the Qusters are not in-systemyet?" asked Brawne Lamia. Her voice
had a husky, throaty quality which strangely stirred the Consul

"No,' said Het Masteen. 'But we cannot be nore than a few standard days
ahead of them Qur instruments

have detected fusion skirmshes within the systenis OOt cloud."



"WIl there be war."?" asked Father Hoyt. His voice seened as fatigued
as his expression. Wen no one volunteered a response, the priest
turned to his right as if retroactively directing the question to the
Consul .

The Consul sighed. The crew clones had served wi ne; he wished it had
been whi skey. 'Who knows what the Qusters will do?" he said. 'They no
| onger appear to be notivated by human | ogic."

Martin Silenus |aughed loudly, spilling his wine as he gestured. 'As if
we fucking humans were ever notivated by human logic!" He took a deep
drink, w ped his nouth, and | aughed again

Brawne Lamia frowned. 'If the serious fighting starts too soon,' she
said, 'perhaps the authorities will not allowus to land."
"W will be allowed to pass,; said Her Masteen. Sunlight found its way

past folds in his cow to fall on yellow sh skin.

"Saved fromcertain death in war to be delivered to certain death at the
hands of the Shrike,' murmured Father Hoyt.

"There is no death in all the Universe!l" intoned Martin Silenus in a
voi ce which the Consul felt sure could have awakened soneone deep in
cryogeni c fugue. The poet drained the |ast of his wine and' raised the
enpty goblet in an apparent toast to the stars:

"No smell of death = there shall be no death, nmpan, npan; Mdan, Cybele,
nmoan; for t hy pernicious Babes

Have changed a god into a shaki ng pal sy.
Moan, brethren, mpan, for | have no strength left;

Freak as the reed - weak - feeble as nmy voice- Oh, oh, thepain, thepain
of feebl eness.

Moan, mpan, for still | thaw .."

.Silenus abruptly broke off and poured nore wi ne, bel ching once into
the silence which had followed his recitation

The ot her six | ooked at one another. The Consul noticed that So
Weintraub was smling slightly until the baby in his arns stirred and
distracted him

"Well,' said Father Hoyt hesitantly, as if trying to retrieve an earlier
strand of thought, 'if the Hegenony convoy | eaves and the Qusters take
Hyperion, perhaps the occupation will be bloodless and they' Il let us go

about our business."

Col onel Fedmahn Kassad | aughed softly. 'The Qusters don't want to
occupy Hyperion,' he said. 'If they take the planet they'll |oot what
they want and then do what they do best. They'll burn the cities into
charred rubble, break the rubble into smaller' pieces, and then bake the
pi eces until they glow. They'll nelt the poles, boil the oceans, and
then use the residue to salt what's left of the continents so nothing



will ever grow there again."
"Well..." began Father Hoyt and then trailed off.

There was no conversation as the clones cleared the soup and sal ad
di shes and brought on the mmin course.

"You said that there was a Hegenony warship escorting us,' the Consu
said to Het Masteen as they finished their roast beef and boiled sky
squi d.

The Tenpl ar nodded and pointed. The Consul squinted but could make out
not hi ng novi ng agai nst the rotating starfield.

'"Here,' said Fedmahn Kassad and | eaned across Father Hoyt to hand the
Consul a collapsible pair of mlitary binocul ars.

The Consul nodded his thanks, thunbed on the power, and scanned the
patch of sky Het Masteen had indicated. Gyroscopic crystals in the

bi nocul ars hunmed slightly as they stabilized the optics and swept the
area in a programmed search pattern. Suddenly the inmage froze, blurred,
expanded, and st eadi ed.

The Consul c6uld not avoid an involuntary intake of breath as the
Hegermony ship filled the viewer. Neither the expected field-blurred
seed of a solo ranscout nor the bulb of a torchship, the electronically
outlined i mage was of a matte-black attack carrier. The thing was

i mpressive in the way only warships through the centuries had succeeded
in being. The Hegenony spinship was incongruously streamined with its
f our

sets of boomarns retracted in battle readiness, its sixty-neter comrand
probe sharp as a Clovis point, and its Hawking drive and fusion blisters
set far back along the launch shaft |ike feathers on an arrow.

The Consul handed the binocul ars back to Kassad w thout coment. |If the
task force was using a full attack carrier to escort the Yggdrasili

what kind of firepower were they setting in place to neet the CQuster

i nvasi on?

"How | ong until we |and?" askedBrawne Lam a. She had been using her
cornlog to access the treeship's datasphere and obviously was frustrated
with what she had found. O had not found.

"Four hours until orbit," murnured Het Masteen. 'A few minutes nore by
dropship. Qur consular friend has offered his private craft to ferry
you down. "

'"To Keats?" said Sol Weintraub. |t was the first time the scholar had
spoken since dinner had been served.

The Consul nodded. 'It's still the only spaceport on Hyperion set to
handl e passenger vehicles,' he said.

' Spaceport?" Fat her Hoyt sounded angry. ‘| thought that we were going
straight to the north. To the Shrike's realm™



Het Mssteen patiently shook his head. 'The pilgrinmge always begins

fromthe capital,' he said. 'It will take several days to reach the
Time Tonbs."
' Several days,' snapped Brawne Lanmia. 'That's absurd.™

' Perhaps,' agreed Het Mssteen, 'but it is the case, nonetheless.”

Fat her Hoyt |ooked as if something in the neal had caused him

i ndi gestion even though he had eaten al nbst nothing. 'Look,' he said,
"couldn't we change the rules this once - | nean, given the war scare
and all? And just !'and near the Tine Tonbs or wherever and get it over
with?"

The Consul shook his head. 'Spacecraft and aircraft have been trying to
take the short route to the northern noors for alnost four hundred
years,' he said. 'I know of none who nmde it."

"May one inquire,' said Martin Silenus, happily raising his hand like a
school boy, 'just what the gibbering fuck happens to these |egions of
shi ps?"

Fat her Hoyt frowned at the poet. Fedmahn Kassad smiled slightly. So
Wei ntraub said, 'The Consul did not nmean to suggest that the area is

i naccessible. One may travel by ship or various !and routes. Nor do
spacecraft and aircraft disappear. They easily land near the ruins or
the Tine Tonbs and just as easily return to whatever point their
conputers conmand. It is merely the pilots and passengers who are never
seen again." Wintraub lifted the sleeping baby fromhis |lap and set her
in an infant carrier slung around his neck

"So the tired old | egend goes,' said Brawne Lam a

'What do the ship | ogs show?"

"Nothing,' said the Consul. 'No violence. No forced entry. No
deviation fromcourse. No unexplained tine | apses. No unusual energy
em ssi ons or depletions. No physical phenonmena of any sort."

'No passengers,' said Het Masteen

The Consul did a slow double take. |f Het Masteen had, indeed, just
attenpted a joke, it was the first sign in all of the Consul's decades
of dealing with the Tenplars that one of them had shown even a nascent
sense of hunour. What the Consul could see of the Captain's vaguely
oriental features beneath the cow gave no hint that a joke had been
attenpt ed.

' Marvel ous nel odrama,' |aughed Silenus. 'Areal-life, Christ-weeping
Sargasso of Souls and we're for it.

Who orchestrates this shitpot of a plot, anyway?"
' Shut up,' said Brawne Lanmia. 'You're drunk, old man."

The Consul sighed. The group had been together for |less than a standard
hour .



Crew cl ones swept away the dishes and brought dessert trays showcasi ng
sherbets, coffees, treeship fruit, draums, tortes, and concoctions made
of Renai ssance chocolate. Martin Silenus waved away the desserts and
told the clones to bring himanother bottle of wine. The Consu

refl ected a few seconds and then asked for a whiskey.

"It occurs to me,' Sol Weintraub said as the group was finishing
dessert, 'that our survival may depend upon our talking to one another."

"What do you nean?" asked Brawne Lam a

Wei ntraub unconsci ously rocked the child sl eeping against his chest.
'For instance, does anyone here know why he or she was chosen by the
Shri ke Church and the

Al Thing to go on this voyage?"
No one spoke.

"I thought not,' said Weintraub. 'Even nore fascinating, is anyone here
a nmenber or follower of the Church of the Shrike7 I, for one, ama Jew,
and however confused my religious notions have becone these days, they
do not include the worship of an organic killing machine." Wintraub

rai sed eyebrows and | ooked around the table.

'l amthe True Voice of the Tree,' said Het Masteen
"While many Tenplars believe that the Shrike is the Avatar of puni shrment

for those who do not feed fromthe root, | nust consider this a heresy
not founded in the Covenant or the witings of the Miir."

To the Captain's left, the Consul shrugged. 'I aman atheist,' he said,
hol di ng the gl ass of whiskey to the light. '1 have never been in
contact with the Shrike cult.”

Fat her Hoyt sniled w thout hunor. ' The Catholic Church ordained ne,' he
said. ' Shrike-worship contradicts everything the Church defends."

Col onel Kassad shook his head, whether in refusal to respond or to
i ndi cate that he was not a nenber of the Shrike Church, it was not
cl ear.

Martin Silenus nade an expansive gesture. '1 was baptized a Lutheran,'
he said. 'A subset which no | onger exists. | helped create Zen
Gnostici sm before any of your parents were born. i have been a

Catholic, a revelationist, a neo-Marxist, an interface zeal ot, a Bound
Shaker, a satanist, a bishop in the Church of Jake's Nada, and a

dues- payi ng subscriber to the Assured Reincarnation Institute. Now, |
am happy to say, | ama sinple pagan." He snmiled at everyone. 'To a
pagan,' he concluded, 'the Shrike is a nobst acceptable deity."

"1 ignore religions,' said Brawne Lamia. 'I do not succunmb to them"
"My point has been made, | believe,' said Sol Wintraub. 'None of us

adnmts to subscribing to the Shrike cult dogma, yet the elders of that
perceptive group have chosen us over many nillions of the petitioning



faithful to visit the Tine Tonbs... and their fierce god... in what
may be the | ast such pilgrimge."

The Consul shook his head. 'Your point nay be made, M \Wintraub,' he
said, "but |I fail to see it."

The schol ar absently stroked his beard. 'It would seemthat our reasons
for returning to Hyperion are so conpelling that even the Shrike Church
and the Hegenony probability intelligences agree that we deserve to

return,' he said. 'Sonme of these reasons - mne, for instance - nay
appear to be public know edge, but | amcertain that none are known in
their entirety except to the individuals at this table. | suggest that

we share our stories in the few days remaining to us."

"Why?" said Colonel Kassad. 'It would seemto serve no purpose.”
Weintraub sniled. "On the. contrary, it would - at the very least -
amuse us and give at least a glinmpse of our fellow travelers' souls
before the Shrike or sone other calanmty distracts us. Beyond that, it
m ght just give us enough i .nsight to save all of our lives if we are
intelligent enough to find the comon thread of experience which binds
all our fates to the whimof the Shrike."

Martin Silenus | aughed and cl osed his eyes. He said:

"Straddling each a dol phin's back

And steadied by a fin,

Those Innocents re-live their death,

Thei r wounds open agai n.

"That's Lenista, isn't it?" said Father Hoyt. '1 studied her in
sem nary. "
'"Close,' said Silenus, opening his eyes and pouring nore wine. 'It's

Yeats. Bugger lived five hundred years before Lenista tugged at her
nother's metal teat."

'Look,' said Lanmia, 'what good would telling each other stories do? Wen
we neet the Shrike, we tell it what we want, one of us is granted the

wi sh, and the others die. Correct?"

'So goes the nyth,' said Wintraub

"The Shrike is no myth,' said Kassad. 'Nor its steel tree."

'So why bore each other with stories?" asked Brawne Lania, spearing the
| ast of her chocol ate cheesecake.

Wei ntraub gently touched the back of his sleeping infant's head. 'We
live in strange tines,' he said.

'Because we are part of that one tenth of one tenth of one percent of
t he Hegenmony's citizens who travel between the stars rather than al ong
the Web, we represent odd epochs of our own recent past. |, for



exanpl e, am si xty-ei ght standard years ol d, but because of the
ti me-debts ny travels could have incurred, | mght have spread these
t hreescore and ei ght years across well nore

than a century of Hegenony history."
'So?" said the woman next to him

Wei ntraub opened his hand in a gesture which included everyone at the
table. 'Anong us we represent islands of tine as well as separate
oceans of perspective.

O perhaps nore aptly put, each of us nay hold a piece to a puzzle no
one el se has been able to solve since humankind first | anded on
Hyperion." Wintraub scratched his nose. 'It is a nmystery,' he said,
"and to tell the truth, | amintrigued by nysteries even if this is to
be nmy | ast week of enjoying them | would wel come sone glimrer of
understanding but, failing that, working on the puzzle will suffice."

"I agree,' said Her Masteen with no enotion. 'It had not occurred to
nme, but | see the wisdomof telling our tales before we confront the
Shri ke. "

"But what's to keep us fromlying?" asked Brawne Lam a
"Nothing." Martin Silenus grinned. 'That's the beauty of it."

"W should put it to a vote,' said the Consul. He was thinking about
Mei na @ adstone's contention that one of the group was an Quster agent.
Woul d hearing the stories be a way of revealing the spy? The Consu
smled at the thought of an agent so stupid.

"Who decided that we are a happylittle denocracy?" Col onel Kassad asked
dryly.

"W had better be,' said the Consul. 'To reach our individual goals,
this group needs to reach the Shrike regions

together. We require sone neans of making decisions.” 'W coul d appoi nt
a | eader,' said Kassad.

"Piss on that,' the poet said in a pleasant tone. QOhers at the table
al so shook their heads.

"All right,' said the Consul, 'we vote. Qur first decision relates to
M  Weintraub's suggestion that we tell the stories of our past
i nvol venent with Hyperion."

"Al'l or nothing,' said Her Masteen. 'W each share our story or none
does. We will abide by the will of the majority."

"Agreed,' said the Consul, suddenly curious to hear the others tel
their stories and equally sure that he would

never tell his own. 'Those in favor of telling our tales?" 'Yes,' said
Sol Wéi ntraub.



"Yes,' said Het Masteen

"Absolutely,' said Martin Silenus. 'I wouldn't mss this little comc
farce for a nmonth in the orgasm baths on Shote."

"I vote yes also,' said the Consul, surprising hinself.

' Those opposed?"

"Nay,' said Father Hoyt but there was no energy in his voice.

"1 think it's stupid,' said Brawne Lam a

The Consul turned to Kassad. ' Col onel?" Fedmahn Kassad shrugged.

" | register four yes votes, two negatives, and one abstention,' said
the Consul. 'The ayes have it. Wo wants to start?"

The table was silent. Finally Martin Silenus | ooked up fromwhere he
had been witing on a snall pad of paper

He tore a sheet into several smaller strips. 'I1've recorded nunbers
fromone to seven,' he said. 'Wy don't we draw |lots and go in the
order we draw?"

'That seens rather childish, doesn't it?" said M Lama
"i"'ma childish fellow," responded Silenus with his

satyr's snile- 'Anbassador'-he nodded toward the Consul - 'could | borrow
that gilded pillow you' re wearing for a hat?"

The Consul handed over his tricorne, the folded slips were dropped in,
and the hat passed around. Sol Weintraub was the first to draw, Martin
Silenus the |ast.

The Consul unfolded his slip, naking sure that no one el se could see it.
He was number seven. Tension ebbed out of himlike air out of an
overinflated balloon. It was quite possible, he reasoned, that events
woul d i ntercede before he had to tell his story. O the war would make
everything academic. O the group could lose interest in stories. O
the king could die. O the horse could die. O he could teach the
horse how to tal k.

No nore whi skey, thought the Consul
"Who's first?" asked Martin Silenus.

In the brief silence, the Consul could hear |eaves stirring to unfelt
breezes.

'l am' said Father Hoyt. The priest's expression showed the sane
barely subnerged acceptance of pain which the Consul had seen on the
faces of termnally ill friends. Hoyt held up his slip of paper with a
large 1 clearly scrawed on it.

"All right,' said Silenus. 'Start."



" Now?" asked the priest.

"Why not?" said the poet. The only sign that Silenus had finished at

| east two bottles of wine was a slight darkening of the already ruddy
cheeks and a sonewhat nore denonic tilt to the pitched eyebrows. 'W
have a few hours before planetfall,' he said, '"and | for one plan to
sleep off the freezer fugue when we're safely down and settled anobng the
sinmple natives."

"Qur friend has a point,' Sol Wintraub said softly. 'If the tales are
to be told, the hour after dinner each day is a civilized time to tel
t hem "

Fat her Hoyt sighed and stood. 'Just a nminute,' he said and left the
di ning platform

After sone minutes had passed, Brawne Lamia said, 'Do you think he's
[ ost his nerve?"

"No,' said Lenar Hoyt, emerging fromthe darkness at the head of the

wooden escal ator which served as the main staircase- '! needed these."
He dropped two small, stained notebooks on the table as he took his
seat .

"No fair reading stories froma priner,' said Silenus.

' These are to be our own tall tales, Mgus!'

"Shut up, damm it!" cried Hoyt. He ran a hand across his face, touched
his chest. For the second time that night, the Consul knew that he was
| ooking at a seriously ill man.

"I"'msorry,' said Father Hoyt. 'But if I'mto tell my -.. 1y tale,
have to tell soneone else's story as well

These journals belong to the man who was the reason for ny comng to
Hyperion . . . and why | amreturning today." Hoyt took a deep
br eat h.

The Consul touched the journals. They were begrined and charred, as if

they had survived a fire. 'Your friend has ol d-fashioned tastes,' he
said, '"if he still keeps a witten journal."
"Yes,' said Hoyt. 'If you're all ready, | will begin." The group at the

tabl e nodded. Beneath the dining platform a kilonmeter of treeship
drove through the cold night with the strong pulse of a living thing.
Sol Weintraub lifted his sleeping child fromthe infant carrier and
carefully set her on a cushioned mat on the floor near his chair. He
renoved his com og, set it near the mat, and programed the di skey for
white noise. The week-old infant lay on her stonmach and sl ept.

The Consul | eaned far back and found the blue and green star which was
Hyperion. It seemed to grow | arger even as he watched. Het Masteen
drew his cowm forward until only shadows showed for his face. So
Weintraub lighted a pipe. Ohers accepted refills of coffee and settled
back in their chairs.



Martin Silenus seened the nbst avid and expectant of the listeners as he
| eaned forward and whi spered:

'He seyde, "Syn | shal bigynne the gane,
What, wel cone be the cut, a Goddes nane!
Now !at us ryde, and herkneth what i seye."
And with that word we ryden forth oure weye;

And he bigan with right a nyrie cheere

Hi s tal e anon, and seyde as ye nay heere.
THE PRI EST'S TALE: ' The Man Wo Cried God'

"Sometines there is a thin line separating orthodox zeal from apostasy,’
sai d Father Lenar Hoyt.

So began the priest's story. Later, dictating the tale into his
cornlog, the Consul renenbered it as a seam ess whol e, mnus the pauses,
hoarse voice, false starts, and small redundancies which were the
tinmeless failings of human speech.

Lenar Hoyt had been a young priest, born, raised, and only recently
ordai ned on the Catholic world of Pacem when he was given his first
of fworl d assignnent: he was ordered to escort the respected Jesuit
Fat her Paul Dur into quiet exile on the colony world of Hyperion.

In another tine, Father Paul Dur certainly would have becone a bi shop
and perhaps a pope. Tall, thin, ascetic, with white hair receding from
a nobl e brow and eyes too filled with the sharp edge 'of experience to
hide their pain, Paul Dur was a follower of St Tellhard as well as an
ar chaeol ogi st, ethnol ogi st, and em nent Jesuit theol ogian. Despite the
decline of the Catholic Church into what anounted to a half-forgotten
cult tolerated because of its quaintness and isolation fromthe

mai nst ream of Hegenony life, Jesuit logic had not lost its bite. Nor
had Father Dur lost his conviction that the Holy Catholic Apostolic
Church continued to be hunmankind's | ast, best hope for imortality.

To Lenar Hoyt as a boy, Father Dur had been a sonewhat godlike figure
when glinpsed during his rare visits to the presem nary schools, or on
t he woul d-be sem narian's even rarer visits to the New Vatican. Then
during the years of Hoyt's study in sem nary, Dur had been on an

i mportant Church-sponsored archaeol ogi cal dig on the nearby world of
Armaghast. Wen the Jesuit returned, a few weeks after Hoyt's
ordination, it had been under a cloud. No one outside the highest
circles of the New Vatican knew precisely what had happened, but there
wer e whi spers of exconmuni cation and even of a hearing before the Holy
O fice of the Inquisition, dornmant the four centuries since the
confusion follow ng the death of Earth.

I nst ead, Father Dur had asked for a posting to Hyperion, a world nost
peopl e knew of only because of the bizarre Shrike cult which had
originated there, and Father Hoyt had been chosen to acconpany him [t



woul d be a thankless job, traveling in a role which combi ned the worst
aspects of apprentice, escort, and spy w thout even the satisfaction of
seeing a new world; Hoyt was under orders to see Father Dur down to the
Hyperion spaceport and then reboard the sanme spinship for its return
voyage to the Worl dweb. What the bishopric was offering Lenar Hoyt was
twenty nonths in cryogenic fugue, a few weeks of in-systemtravel at
either end of the voyage, and a tinme-debt which would return himto
Pacem ei ght years behind his former classmates in the quest for Vatican
careers and m ssionary postings.

Bound by obedi ence and school ed in discipline, Lenar Hoyt accepted
wi t hout question

Their transport, the aging spinship HS Nadia O eg, was a pockmarked
netal tub with no artificial gravity of any sort when it was not under
drive, no viewports for the passengers, and no on-board recreation
except for the stinsins piped into the datalink to keep passengers in
t heir hamobcks and fugue couches. After awakening from fugue, the
passengers - nostly offworld workers and econony-rate tourists with a
few cult nystics and woul d-be Shrike suicides thrown in for good neasure
-slept in those same hammocks and fugue couches, ate recycled food in
featurel ess mess decks, and generally tried to cope with spacesi ckness
and boredom during their twelve-day, zero-g glide fromtheir spinout
point to Hyperion.

Fat her Hoyt learned little from Father Dur during those days of forced
intimcy, nothing at all about the events on Arnaghast which had sent
the senior priest into exile. The younger man had keyed his com og

i mpl ant to seek out as nuch data as it could on Hyperion and, by the
time they were three days out from planet fall

Fat her Hoyt considered hinsel f sonewhat of an expert on the world.

"There are records of Catholics coming to Hyperion but no nmention of a
di ocese there,' said Hoyt one evening as they hung talking in their
zero-g hammocks while nost of their fell ow passengers lay tuned into
erotic stinsins. '1 presune you're going down to do sone m ssion work?"

"Not at all,' replied Father Dur. 'The good people of Hyperion have
done nothing to foist their religious opinions on ne, so | see no reason
to offend themwith nmy proselytizing. Actually, | hope to travel to the
sout hern continent- Aquila- and then find a way inland fromthe city of
Port Romance. But not in the guise of a mssionary. | plan to set up
an et hnol ogi cal research station along the Cdeft."

' Research?" Father Hoyt had echoed in surprise. He closed his eyes to
key his inmplant. Looking again at Father Dur, he said, 'That section of
the Pinion Plateau isn't inhabited, Father. The flame forests make it
totally inaccessible nost of the year."

Fat her Dur smiled and nodded. He carried no inplant and his ancient
condog had been in his luggage for the duration of the trip. 'Not quite

i naccessible,' he said softly. 'And not quite uninhabited. The Bikura
live there."
"Bi kura,' Father Hoyt said and closed his eyes. 'But they're just a

| egend,' he said at |ast.



"Hmm ' said Father Dur. 'Try cross-indexing through Manet Spedling."

Fat her Hoyt closed his eyes again. GCeneral Index told himthat Manet
Spedl i ng had been a m nor explorer affiliated with the Shackl et on
Institute on Renai ssance M nor who, al nost a standard century and a hal f
earlier, had filed a short report with the Institute in which he told of
hacking his way inland fromthe then newly settled Port Romance, through
swanpl ands whi ch had since been reclained for fiberplastic plantations,
passi ng through the flane forests during a period of rare quietude, and
cli mbi ng hi gh enough on the Pinion Plateau to encounter the Ceft and a
small tribe of humans who fit the profile of the | egendary Bikura.

Spedling's brief notes hypothesized that the humans were survivors of a
nm ssing seedship colony fromthree centuries earlier and clearly
described a group suffering all of the classic retrograde cultura
effects of extrene isolation, inhreeding, and overadaptation. In
Spedling's blunt words, '. - even after less than two days here it is
obvious that the Bikura are too stupid, lethargic, and dull to waste
time describing.” As it turned out, the flame forests then began to show
sone signs of becom ng active and Spedling had not wasted any nore tine
observing his discovery but had rushed to reach the coast, |osing four

i ndi geni e bearers, all of his equipment and records, and his left armto
the "quiet' forest in the three nonths it took himto escape.

"My God,' Father Hoyt had said as he lay in his hammopck on the Nadi a
A eg, 'why the Bi kura?"

"Way not ?" had been Father Dur's nmild reply. 'Very little is known
about them"

"Very little is known about nobst of Hyperion,' said the younger priest,
becom ng somewhat agitated. 'What about the Tine Tonbs and the

| egendary Shrike north of the Bridle Range on Equus?" he said. 'They're
famous!'’

"Precisely,' said Father Dur6. 'Lenar, how many | earned papers have
been written on the Tonbs and the Shrike creature? Hundreds?
Thousands?" The aging priest had tanped in tobacco and now lighted his
pi pe: no snall feat in zero-g, Hoyt observed. 'Besides,' said Pau
Dur6, '"even if the Shrike-thing is real, it is not human. | ampartia
to human beings."

'Yes,' said Hoyt, ransacking his nental arsenal for potent argunents,
"but the Bikura are such a snall nystery. At the npbst you're going to
find a few dozen indigenies living in a region so cloudy and snoky and

uni nportant that even the colony's own napsats haven't noticed
them Wy choose them when there are big nysteries to study on
Hyperion.. - like the labyrinths!' Hoyt had brightened. 'Did you know
that Hyperion is one of the nine |abyrinthine worlds, Father?"

"OF course,' said Dur. A rough heni sphere of snpoke expanded from him
until air currents broke it into tendrils and tributaries. 'But the

| abyrinths have their researchers and admirers throughout the Wb,
Lenar, and the tunnels have been there - on all nine worlds -for how
long? Half a million standard years? C oser to three quarters of a
million, | believe. Their secret will last. But howlong will the



Bi kura culture | ast before they're absorbed into nbodern col onial society
or, nore likely, are sinply w ped out by circunstances?"

Hoyt shrugged. 'Perhaps they're already gone. |It's been a long tine
since Spedling's encounter with them and there haven't been any other
confirmed reports. |If they are extinct as a group, then all of your
ti me-debt and | abor and pain of getting there will be for nothing."

"Precisely,’ was all that Father Paul Dur had said and puffed calnmy on
hi s pi pe.

It was in their last hour together, during the dropship ride down, that
Fat her Hoyt had gained the slightest glinpse into his companion's

t houghts. The linb of Hyperion had been gl owi ng white and green and

| api s above them for hours when suddenly the old dropship had cut into

t he upper |ayers of atnobsphere, flane had briefly filled the wi ndow, and
then they were flying silently sonme sixty kilonmeters above dark cl oud
masses and starlit seas with the hurtling term nator of Hyperion's
sunrise rushing toward themlike a spectral tidal wave of |ight.

" Marvel ous,' Paul Dur had whispered, nore to hinself than to his young
conpanion. ‘'Marvelous. It is at tines like this that | have the
sense... the slightest sense - . . of what a sacrifice it nust have
been for the Son of God to condescend to become the Son of Man."

Hoyt had wanted to talk then, but Father Dur had continued to stare out
the window, lost in thought. Ten minutes later they had | anded at Keats
Interstellar, Father Dur was soon swept into the whirlpool of custons
and luggage rituals, and twenty mnutes after that a thoroughly

di sappoi nted Lenar Hoyt was rising toward space and the Nadia O eg once
agai n.

'"Five weeks later of my time, | returned to Pacem' said Father Hoyt. "I
had m slaid eight years but for sone reason ny sense of |o0ss randeeper
than that sinple fact.

| mredi ately upon ny return, the bishop infornmed nme that there had been
no word from Paul Dur during the four years of his stay on Hyperion. The
New Vati can had spent a fortune on fatline inquiries, but neither the
colonial authorities nor the consulate in Keats had been able to | ocate
the mssing priest."

Hoyt paused to sip fromhis water glass and the Consul said, 'l remenber
the search. | never met Dur6, of course, but we did our best to trace
him Theo, ny aide, spent a |lot of energy over the years trying to
solve the case of the nissing cleric. Oher than a few contra-dietory
reports of sightings in Port Ronmance, there was no trace of him And

t hose sightings went back to the weeks right after his arrival, years
before. There were hundreds of plantations out there with no radios or
cornlines, primarily because they were harvesting bootleg drugs as wel

as fiberplastic. | guess we never talked to the people at the right
plantation. At least | know Father Dur's file was still open when |
left.”

Fat her Hoyt nodded. 'I landed in Keats a nonth after your replacenent

had taken over at the consulate. The bishop had been astoni shed when
vol unteered to return. His Holiness hinself granted me an audi ence. |



was on Hyperion |ess than seven of its local nonths. By the tine | |eft
to return to the Wb, | had di scovered the fate of Father Dur6." Hoyt
tapped the two stained | eather books on the table. 'If | amto conplete
this,' he said, his voice thick, "1 nmust read excerpts fromthese."

The treeship Yggdrasill had turned so the bulk of the tree had bl ocked
the sun. The effect was to plunge the dining platformand the curved
canopy of |eaves beneath it into night, but instead of a few thousand
stars dotting the sky, as would have been the case froma planet's
surface, literally a mllion suns blazed above, beside, and beneath the
group at the table. Hyperion was a distinct sphere now, hurtling
directly at themlike some deadly mssile.

'"Read,' said Martin Silenus.

FROM THE JOURNAL OF FATHER PAUL DUR
Day | :

So begins ny exile.

| am somewhat at a loss as to howto date ny new journal. By the
nonasti c cal endar on Pacere, it is the seventeenth day of Thomasmonth in
the Year of Qur Lord 2732. By Hegenpbny Standard, it is October 12, 589
p.c. By Hyperion reckoning, or so | amtold by the wizened little clerk
inthe old hotel where | amstaying, it is the twentyzthird day of
Lycius (the last of their seven forty-day nonths), either 426 A D.C.
(after dropship crash!) or the hundred and twenty-eighth year of the
reign of Sad King Billy, who has not reigned for at |east a hundred of

t hose years.

To hell withit. 1'Il call it Day |I of ny exile.

Exhausting day. (Strange to be tired after nonths of sleep, but that is
said to be a common reaction after awakening fromfugue. M cells fee
the fatigue of |hese past nonths of travel even if | do not renenber
them | don't renenber feeling this tired fromtravel when | was
younger.)

| felt bad about not getting to know young Hoyt better. He seens a
decent sort, all proper catechismand bright eyes. It's no fault of
youngsters like himthat the Church is in its final days. [It's just
that his brand of happy naivet6 can do nothing to arrest that slide into
oblivion which the Church seens destined for

Well, my contributions have not hel ped either

Brilliant view of ny new world as the dropship brought us down. | was
able to make out two of the three continents- Equus and Aquila. The
third one, Ursa, was not visible.

Planetfall at Keats and hours of effort getting through custons and
taking ground transit into the city. Confused inmages: the nmountain
range to the north with its shifting, blue haze, foothills forested with
orange and yellow trees, pale sky with its green-blue undercoating, the
sun too snall but nore brilliant than Pacem s



Colors seemnore vivid froma distance, dissolving and scattering as one
approaches, like a pointil!list's palette.

The great scul pture of Sad King Billy which | had heard so much about
was oddly disappointing. Seen fromthe highway, it |ooked raw and
rough, a hasty sketch chiseled fromthe dark nountain, rather than the
regal figure | had expected. It does brood over this ramshackle city of
half a mllion people in a way that the neurotic poet-king probably
woul d have appreci at ed.

The town itself seens to be separated into the sprawling naze of slums
and sal oons which the locals call Jacktown and Keats itself, the
so-called AOd City although it dates back only four centuries, al
pol i shed stone and studied sterility. | will take the tour soon

| had scheduled a nonth in Keats but already | am eager to press on. Oh,
Monsi gnor Edouard, if you could see ne now. Punished but stil
unrepentant. More alone than ever but strangely satisfied with nmy new

exile. |If my punishnent for past excesses brought about by my zeal is
to be banishment to the seventh circle of desolation, then Hyperion was
wel | chosen. | could forget ny self-appointed mssion to the distant

Bi kura (are they real? 1 think not this night) and content myself with
living out the remai nder of ny years in this provincial capital on this
godf or saken backwater world. M exile would be no | ess conplete.

Ah, Edouard, boys together, classnmates together (although | was not so
brilliant nor so orthodox as you), now old nmen together. But now you
are four years wiser and I amstill the mschievous, unrepentant boy you
renmenmber. | pray that you are alive and well and praying for nme.

Tired. WIIl sleep. Tonorrow, take the tour of Keats, eat well, and
arrange transport to Aquila and points south.

Day $:
There is a cathedral in Keats. O, rather, there was one. It has been
abandoned for at |east two standard centuries. It lies inruins with

its transept open to the green-blue skies, one of its western towers
unfini shed, and the other tower a skeletal franework of tunbled stone
and rusted reinforcenent rods.

| stunbled upon it while wandering, |ost, along the banks of the Hoolie
River in the 'sparsely popul ated section of town where the Add City
decays into Jacktown amid a junble of tall warehouses which prevent even
a glinpse of the ruined towers of the cathedral until one turns a corner
onto a narrow cul -de-sac and there is the shell of the cathedral; its
chapter house has half fallen away into the river, its facade is pocked
with remmants of the nournful, apocalyptic statuary of the post-Hegira
expansi oni st peri od.

| wandered through the latticework of shadows and fallen blocks into the
nave. The bi shopric on Paccm had not mentioned any history of

Cat hol i ci smon Hyperion, nuch | ess the presence of a cathedral. It is
al nost i nconcei vabl e that the scattered seedship col ony of four
centuries ago could have supported a | arge enough congregation to
warrant the presence of a bishop, nuch |less a cathedral. Yet there it
was.



| poked through the shadows of the sacristy. Dust and powdered pl aster
hung in the air like incense, outlining two shafts of sunlight stream ng
down from narrow wi ndows hi gh above. | stepped out into a broader patch
of sunlight and approached an altar stripped of all decoration except
for chips and cracks caused by falling masonry. The great cross which
had hung on the east wall behind the altar had also fallen and now | ay
in ceramic splinters anong the heap of stones there. Wthout conscious
t hought ! stepped behind the altar, raised my arnms, and began the

cel ebration of the Euchari st.

There was no sense of parody or nelodrama in this act, no synbolism or

hi dden intention; it was merely the automatic reaction of a priest who
had said Mass al nost daily for nore than forty-six years of his life and
who

now faced the prospect of never again participating in the reassuring
ritual of that cel ebration.

It was with some shock that | realized | had a congregation

The ol d woman was kneeling in the fourth row of pews. The black of her
dress and scarf blended so perfectly with the shadows there that only

t he pal e oval of her face was visible, lined and ancient, floating

di senbodi ed in the darkness. Startled, | stopped speaking the litany of
consecration. She was |ooking at nme but sonething about her eyes, even
at a distance, instantly convinced nme that she was blind. For a nonent

I could not speak and stood there nute, squinting in the dusty |ight
bathing the altar, trying to explain this spectral inage to nyself while
at the sane tine attenpting to franme an expl anati on of my own presence
and actions.

VWen | did find ny voice and called to her- the words echoing in the
great hall - | realized that she had nmoved. | could hear her feet
scraping on the stone floor.

There was a rasping sound and then a brief flare of light illumn nated
her profile far to the right of the altar. | shielded ny eyes fromthe
shafts of sunlight and began picking ny way over the detritus where the
altar railing had once stood. | called to her again, offered
reassurances, and told her not to be afraid, even though it was | who
had chills coursing up ny back. | noved quickly but when | reached the
sheltered corner of the nave she was gone. A small door led to the
crunmbl i ng chapter house and the riverbank. There was no sign of her. 1
returned to the dark interior and woul d have gladly attributed her
appearance to ny imagi nation, a waking dream after so nany nonths of
enforced cryogeni c dream esshess, but for a single, tangible proof of
her presence. There in the cool darkness burned a |one red votive
candle, its tiny flanme flickering to unseen drafts and currents.

| amtired of this city. | amtired of its pagan pretensions and fal se
histories. Hyperion is a poet's world devoid of poetry. Keats itself
is a mxture of tawdry, false classicismand mndl ess, boontown energy.
There are three Zen Gnostic assenblies and four H gh Mislimnmosques in
the town, but the real houses

of worship are the countless sal oons and brothels, the huge narketpl aces



handl i ng the fiberplastic shipments fromthe south, and the Shrike Cult
tenpl es where lost souls hide their suicidal hopel essness behind a
shield of shallow nysticism The whol e pl anet reeks of nysticism

wi t hout revel ation.
To hell with it.

Tomorrow | head south. There are skimers and other aircraft on this
absurd world but, for the Common Fol k, travel between these accursed

i sland continents seens restricted to boat- which takes forever, | am
tol d- or one of the huge passenger dirigibles which delarts from Keats
only once a week.

| leave early tonorrow by dirigible.
Day 10:
Ani mal s.

The firstdown teamfor this planet nust have had a f',ation on aninals.
Horse, Bear, Eagle. For three days we were creeping down the east coast
of Equus over an irregular coastline called the Mane. W' ve spent the

| ast day making the crossing of a short span of the Mddle Sea to a
large island called Cat Key. Today we are offl oadi ng passengers and
freight at Felix, the "major city' of the island. Fromwhat | can see
fromthe observation pronenade and the nooring tower, there can't be
nore than five thousand people living in that random coll ecti on of
hovel s and barracks.

Next the ship will nmake its eight-hundred-kiloneter cram down a series
of smaller islands called the Nine Tails and then take a bold | eap
across seven hundred kil oneters of open sea and the equator. The next

| and we see then is the northwest coast of Aquila, the

so-cal | ed Beak.
Ani mal s.

To call this conveyance a 'passenger dirigible" is an exercise in
creative semantics. It is a huge lifting device with cargo holds |arge
enough to carry the town of Felix out to sea and still have room for

t housands of bal es of

fiberplastic. Meanwhile, the | ess inportant cargo - we passengers -
make do wherewe can. | have set up a cot near the aft |oading porta
.and made a rather confortable niche for nmyself with my personal | uggage
and three large trunks of expedition gear. Near ne is a famly of

ei ght- indigenie plantation workers returning from a biannual shopping
expedition of their own to Keats -and although | do not mnd the sound
or scent of their caged pigs or the squeal of their food hansters, the

i ncessant, confused crowi ng of their poor befuddl ed rooster is nore than
| can stand some nights.

Ani mal s!

Day 11:



Di nner tonight in the sal on above the pronenade deck with Ctizen
Herem s Denzel, a retired professor froma snmall planters' college near
Endym on. He informed ne that the Hyperion firstdown team had no ani mal
fetish after all; the official nanes of the three continents are not
Equus, Ursa, and Aquila, but Creighton, Allensen, and Lopez. He went on
to say that this was in honor of three mddle-|evel bureaucrats in the
ol d Survey Service

Better the ani mal fetish!

It is after dinner. | amalone on the outside pronenade to watch the
sunset. The wal kway here is sheltered by the forward cargo nodul es so
the wind is little nore than a salt-tinged breeze. Above ne curves the
orange and green skin of the dirigible. W are between islands; the sea
is arich lapis shot through with verdant undertones, a reversal of sky
tones. A scattering of high cirrus catches the last |ight of Hyperion's
too-small sun and ignites like burning coral. There is no sound except
for the faintest humof the electric turbines. Three hundred neters

bel ow, the shadow of a huge, mantali ke undersea creature keeps pace wth
the dirigible. A second ago an insect or bird the size and color of a
humm ngbird but with gossaner wings a neter across paused five neters
out to inspect ne before diving toward the sea with fol ded w ngs.

Edouard, 1 feel very alone tonight. !t would help if 1 knew you were
alive, still wbrking in the garden, witing evenings in your study.

t hought nmy travels would stir ny-old beliefs in St Teil hard's concept of
the God in Whomthe Christ of Evolution, the Personal, and the

Uni versal, the En Haut and the En.4 vant are joined, but no such renewal
is forthcom ng

It is growing dark. | amgrowing old. | feel sonmething -.. not yet
renorse . .. at ny sin of falsifying the evidence on the Armaghast
dig. But, Edouard, Your Excellency, if the artifacts had indicated the
presence of a Christ-oriented culture there, six hundred |ight-years
fromQAd Earth, alnost three thousand years before man | eft the surface
of the hormeworld. ..

Was it so dark a sin to interpret such anbi guous data in a way which
woul d have neant the resurgence of Christianity in our life-tine?

Yes, it was. But not, | think, because of the sin of tanpering with the
data, but the deeper sin of thinking that Christianity could be saved.
The Church is dying, Edouard. And not merely our bel oved branch of the
Holy Tree, but all of its offshoots, vestiges and cankers.

The entire Body of Christ is dying as surely as this poorly used body of
m ne, Edouard. You and | knew this in Armaghast, where the bl ood-sun
illuminated only dust and death. W knew it that cool, green sumer at
the Col |l ege when we took our first vows. W knew it as boys in the
qui et playfields of Villefranche-sur-SaSne. W know it now.

The light is gone now, | must wite by the slight glow fromthe sal on

wi ndows a deck above. The stars lie in strange constellations. The

M ddl e Sea glows at night with a greeni sh, unheal thy phosphorescence.
There is a dark mass on the horizon to the southeast. It may be a storm
or it may be the next island in the chain, the third of the nine



"tails." (What nythology deals with a cat with nine tails? | know of
none. )

For the sake of the bird | sawearlier - if it was a bird - | pray that
it is an island ahead and not a storm

Day 28:
| have been in Port Romance ei ght days and | have seen three dead nen.

The first was a beached corpse, a bloated, white parody of a nan, that
had washed up on the nmud flats beyond the nmooring tower nmy first evening
in town.

Children threw stones at it.

The second man | watched being pulled fromthe burned weckage of a

nmet hane-unit shop in the poor section of town near nmy hotel. His body
was charred beyond recognition and shrunken by the heat, his arns and
legs pulled tight in the prizefighter posture burning victins have been
reduced to since tine inmmenorial. | had been fasting all day and
confess with shane that | began to salivate when the air filled with the
rich, frying-fat odor of burned flesh.

The third man was nurdered not three neters fromne. | had just energed
fromthe hotel onto the naze of nud-splattered planks that serve as
sidewal ks in this mserable town when shots rang out and a nman severa
paces ahead of ne lurched as if his foot had slipped, spun toward me
with a qui=ical ook on his face, and fell sideways into the nud and
sewage.

He had been shot three times with sone sort of projectile weapon. Two
of the bullets had struck his chest, the third entered just bel ow the
left eye.

Incredibly, he was still breathing when | reached him

W t hout thinking about it, | renmoved ny stole frommy carrying bag,
fumbled for the vial of holy water 1 had carried for so |ong, and
proceeded to performthe sac-raneut of Extrene Unction. No one in the
gat hering crowd objected. The fallen nan stirred once, cleared his
throat as if he were about to speak, and died. The crowd di spersed even
bef ore the body was renoved.

The man was m ddl e- aged, sandy-haired, and slightly overweight. He
carried no identification, not even a universal card or comog. There
were six silver coins in his pocket.

For some reason, | elected to stay with the body the rest of that day.
The doctor was a short and cynical nan

who allowed nme to stay during the required autopsy.
suspect that he was starved for conversation.

"This is what the whole thing's worth,' he said as he opened the poor
man' d belly like a pink satchel, pulling the folds of skin and muscle



back and pinning themdown |ike tent flaps.
"What thing?" | asked.

'"His life," said the doctor and pulled the skin of the corpse's face up
and back |ike a greasy mask. 'Your life.

My life." The red and white stripes of overlapping rmuscle turned to blue
brui se around the ragged hol e just above the cheekbone.

"There has to be nore than this,' | said.
The doctor | ooked up fromhis grimwrk with a bermused snile. 'lIs
there?" he said. 'Please showne." He |lifted the man's heart and seened

to weigh it in one hand. 'In the Wb worlds, this'd be worth sone noney
on the open narket. There're those too poor to keep vat-grown, cloned
parts in store, but too well off to die just for want of a heart. But
out here it's just offal."

"There has to be nore,' | said, although I felt little conviction.
renmenbered the funeral of His Holiness Pope Uban XV shortly before

| eft Pacem As has been the custom since pre-Heglra days, the corpse
was not enmbalned. It waited in the anteroomoff the main basilica to be
fitted for the plain wooden coffin. As | hel ped Edouard and Monsi gnor
Frey place the vestnents on the stiffened corpse | noticed the browning
skin and sl ackeni ng nout h.

The doctor shrugged and finished the perfunctory autopsy. There was the
briefest of formal inquiries. No suspect was found, no notive put
forward. A description of the murdered nan was sent to Keats but the
man hinsel f was buried the next day in a pauper's field between the nud
flats and the yell ow jungle.

Port Romance is a junble of yellow weirwod structures set on a nmaze of
scaffolds and planks stretching far out onto the tidal nud flats at the
nmout h of the Kans.

The river is alnmobst two kilometers wide here where it spills out into
Toschahai Bay, but only a few channels are navi gabl e and the dredging
goes on day and night. !

lie awake each night in my cheap roomwi th the wi ndow open to the
poundi ng of the dredge-hamer sounding |ike the booming of this vile
city's heart, the distant susurration of the surf its wet breathing.
Tonight | listen to the city breathe and cannot help but give it the
flayed face of the nurdered man.

The conpani es keep a skimrerport on the edge of town to ferry men and
matriel inland to the larger plantations, but 1 do not have enough noney

to bribe ny way aboard. Rather, | could get nyself aboard but cannot
afford to transport ny three trunks of nedical and scientific gear. |
amstill tempted. M service anong the Bi kura seens nore absurd and

irrational now than ever before. Only ny strange need for a destination
and a certain masochistic determination to conplete the terns of ny
sel f-inposed exile keep ne noving upriver.

There is a riverboat departing up the Kans in two days. | have booked



passage and will nmove nmy trunks onto it tonorrow. It will not be hard
to | eave Port Romance behi nd.

Day 41:

The Enporotic G randole continues its slow progress upriver. No sight
of human habitation since we left Melton's Landing two days ago. The
jungl e presses down to the riverbank like a solid wall now, nore, it

al nost conpletely overhangs us in places where the river narrows to
thirty or forty neterS. The light itself is yellow, rich as liquid
butter, filtered as it is through foliage and fronds eighty neters above
the brown surface of the Kans. | sit on the rusted tin roof of the
center passenger barge and strain to make out ny first glinpse of a
tesla tree. dd Kady sitting nearby pauses in his whittling, spits over
the side through a gap in his teeth, and |laughs at me. "Ain't going to
be no flame trees this far down,' he says. 'If they was the forest sure
all hell wouldn't look Iike this. You got to get up in the Pinions
before you see a tesla. W ain't out of the rain forest yet, Padre."

It rains every afternoon. Actually, rainis too gentle a termfor the
del uge that strikes us each day, obscuring the shore, pounding the tin
roofs of the barges with a deafening roar, and sl ow ng our upstream
crawm until it seems we are standing still. It is ns if the river
becomes a vertical torrent each afternoon, a waterfall which the ship
nmust clinb if we are to go on.

The QG randole is an ancient, flat-bottomed tow with five barges | ashed
around it like ragged children clinging to their tired notheris skins.
Three of the two-level barges carry bales of goods to be traded or sold
at the few plantations and settlenents along the river. The other two
of fer a simulacrum of |odging for the indigenies traveling upriver,

al t hough | suspect that some of the barge's residents are permanent. M
own berth boasts a stained mattress on the floor and lizard-1ike insects
on the walls.

After the rains everyone gathers on the decks to watch the evening mists
rise fromthe cooling river. The air 'is very hot and supersaturated
with noisture nost of the day now (Od Kady tells me that | have cone
too late to make the clinb through the rain and flanme forests before the
tesla trees becone active. W shall see.

Tonight the msts rise like the spirits of all the dead who sl eep
beneath the river's dark surface. The last tattered remants of the
afternoon' s cl oud cover dissipate through the treetops and col or returns
to the world. | watch ns the dense forest shifts fromchrome yellowto
a translucent saffron and then slowy fades through ocher to unber to
gloom Aboard the Grandole, Od Kady lights the lanterns and
candl e- gl obes hanging fromthe saggi ng second tier and, as if not to be
out done, the darkened jungle begins to glow with the faint
phosphorescence of decay while gl owbirds and mul ti hued gossaners can be
seen floating frombranch to branch in the darker upper regions.

Hyperion's small moon is not visible tonight but this world noves

t hrough nmore debris than is conmon for a planet so close to its sun and
the night skies are illum nated by frequent neteor showers. Tonight the
heavens are especially fertile and when we nove onto w de sections of
the river we can see a tracery of brilliant meteor trails weaving the



stars together. Their inmages burn the retina after a while and | | ook
down at the river only to see the same optic echo there in the dark
wat er s.

There is a bright glow on the eastern horizon and Od Kady tells ne that
this is fromthe orbital mrrors which give light to a few of the |arger
pl ant ati ons.

It is too warmto return to my cabin. | spread my thin mat on the
rooftop of my barge and watch the celestial |ight show while clusters of
i ndigenie fam lies sing haunting songs in an argot | have. not even
tried to learn. | wonder about the Bikura, still far away from here,
and a strange anxiety rises in me.

Sonewhere in the forest an animal screans with the voice of a frightened
woman.

Day60:

Arrived Perecebo Plantation. Sick

Day 62:

Very ill. Fever, fits of shaking. Al yesterday ! was vonmiting bl ack
bile. The rain is deafening. At night the clouds are !it from above by

orbital mrrors. The sky seens to be on fire. M fever is very high

A woman takes care of me. Bathes ne. Too sick to be ashaned. Her hair
is darker than nost indigenies'. She says little. Dark, gentle eyes.

Oh, God, to be sick so far from hone.
Day
sheis waiting spying conesin fromthe rain the thin shirt

on purpose to tenpt ne, knows what iammy skin burning on fire thin
cotton ni ppl es dark against it

knowwho they are they are watching, here hear their voices at night they
bathe nme in poison burns nme they think I dont know but i hear their

voi ces above the rain when the scream ng stops stop stop

My skin is al nbst gone. red underneath can feel the hole in my cheek
when | find the bullet iwill spit it out it out.
agnusdei qui tol i specattamundi miserer nobis msere nobis mserere

Day 65:

Thank you, dear Lord, for deliverance fromillness.

Day 66:

Shaved today. Was able to make it to the shower.

Senfa hel ped nme prepare for the administrator's visit. | expected him
to be one of the large, gruff types |'ve seen out the wi ndow working in



the sorting conpound, but he was a quiet black man with a slight lisp.

He was nost helpful. | had been concerned about paying for nmy nmedica
care but he reassured ne that there would be no charge. Even better -
he will assign a man to lead nme into the high country! He says it is
late in the season but if | can travel in ten days we should be able to
make it through the flane forest to the Cleft before the tesla trees are
fully active.

After he left | sat and talked to Senfa a bit. Her husband died here
three local nmonths ago in a harvesting accident. Senfa herself had cone
fromPort Romance; her narriage to M kel had been a salvation for her
and she has chosen to stay on here doing odd jobs rather than go back
downriver. | do not blame her.

After a nassage, | will sleep. Many dreans about ny nother recently.
Ten days. | will be ready in ten days.

Day 75:

Before |l eaving with Tuk, | went down to the natrix paddi es to say

goodbye to Senfa. She said little but 1 could see in her eyes that she
was sad to see nme go.

Wt hout preneditation, | blessed her and then ki ssed her on the
forehead. Tuk stood nearby, sniling and bobbing. Then we were off,
| eadi ng the two packbrids.

Supervisor Orlandi cane to the end of the road and waved as we entered
the narrow | ane hacked into the

aureate foliage.
Dom ne, dirige nos.
Day 82:

After a week on the trail - what trail? - after a week in the
trackless, yellowrain forest, after a week of exhausting clinb up the
ever steeper shoul der of the.

Pi ni on Pl ateau, we energed this nmorning onto a rocky outcropping that
al l owed us a view back across an expanse of jungle toward the Beak and
the M ddle Sea.

The plateau here is al nbst three thousand neters above sea | evel and the
Vi ew was i npressive. Heavy rain clouds spread out below us to the foot
of the Pinion Hills, but through gaps in the white and gray carpet of

cl oud we caught glinmpses of the Kans in its leisurely uncoiling toward
Port R and the sea, chrone-yell ow swatches of the forest we had
struggl ed through, and a hint of nmagenta far to the east that Tuk swore
was the lower matrix of fiberplastic fields near Perecebo.

We continued onward and upward late into the evening.

Tuk is obviously worried that we will be caught in the flane forests



when the tesla trees becone active. | struggle to .keep up, tugging at
the heavily laden "brid and saying silent prayers to keep ny mnd off ny
aches, pains, and general m sgivings.

Day 83:
Loaded and noving before dawn today. The air snmells of snpbke and ashes.
The change in vegetation here on the Plateau is startling.

No | onger evident are the ubiquitous weirwod and | eafy chal na. After
passi ng through an internmedi ate zone of short evergreens and ever bl ues,
then after clinbing again through dense strands of nutated | odgepol e

pi nes and triaspen, we came into the flame forest proper with its groves
of tall prometheus, trailers of ever present phoeni x, and round stands
of anber !ambents. Cccasionally we encountered i npenetrabl e breaks of
the white-fibrous, bifurcated bestos plants that Tuk picturesquely
referred to as ' | ooking like de rotting cocks o' some dead giants
what be buried shall ow here, dat be sure.”" My guide has a way with

wor ds.

It was | ate afternoon before we saw our first tesla tree. For half an
hour we had been trudgi ng over an ash-covered forest floor, trying not
to tread on the tender shoots of phoenix and firewhip ganely pushing up
t hrough the sooty soil, when suddenly Tuk stopped and poi nted.

The tesla tree, still half a kilonmeter away, stood at |east a hundred
meters tall, half again as high as the tallest pronetheus. Near its
crown it bulged with the distinctive onion-shaped dome of its

accunul ator gal |

The radi al branches above the gall trailed dozens of ninmbus vines, each
| ooking silver and netallic against the clear green and lapis sky. The
whol e thing made nme think of sone el egant Hi gh Muslim nmosque on New
Mecca irreverently garlanded with tinsel

"W got to get de 'brids and our asses de hell out o' here,' grunted
Tuk. He insisted that we change into flame forest gear right then and
there. W spent the rest of the afternoon and evening trudging on in
our osnosis masks and thick, rubber-soled boots, sweating under |ayers
of leathery gama-cloth. Both of the 'brids acted nervous, their |ong
ears pricking at the slightest sound. Even through nmy nmask i could
snell the ozone; it renminded me of electric trains | had played with as
a child oj lazy Christmas Day afternoons in Vi!l!efranche-sur-Sa6ne.

We are canping as close as we can to a bestos break this night. Tuk
showed nme how to set out the ring of arrestor rods, all the tine
clucking dire warnings to hinself and searching the evening sky for
cl ouds.

| plan to sleep well in spite of everything.

Day 84:

0400 hours- Sweet Mther of Christ.

For three hours we have been caught up in the mddle of the end of the



wor | d.

The expl osions started shortly after mdnight, mere |ightning crashes at
first, and against our better judgment Tuk and | slid our heads through

the tent flap to watch the pyrotechnics. | amused to the Matthew nonth
nonsoon storms on Pacem so the first hour of |ightning displays did not
seemtoo unusual. Only the sight of distant tesla trees as the unerring

focus of the aerial discharge was a bit unnerving. But soon the forest
behermot hs were gl owi ng and spitting with their own accunul ated energy
and then - just as | was drifting off to sleep despite the continued
noi se - true Armageddon was unl eashed.

At | east a hundred arcs of electricity nmust have been released in the
first ten seconds of the tesla trees' opening spasns of violent energy.
A pronetheus less than thirty neters from us expl oded, dropping flam ng
brands fifty neters to the forest floor. The arrestor rods gl owed,

hi ssed, and deflected arc after arc of blue-white death over and around
our small canpsite. Tuk screaned sonething but no nere human sound was
audi bl e over the onslaught of |ight and noise. A patch of trailing
phoeni x burst into flame near the tethered 'brids and one of the
terrified animals - hobbled and blindfolded as it was - broke free and
| unged through the circle of glowing arrestor rods. Instantly half a

dozen bolts of lightning fromthe nearest tesla arced to the hapl ess
animal . For a mad second | could have sworn !

saw t he beast's skel eton glow ng through boiling flesh and then it
spasreed high into the air and sinmply ceased to be.

For three hours we have watched the end of the world.

Two of the arrestor rods have fallen but the other eight continue to
function. Tuk and | huddle in the hot cave of our tent, osnpsis masks
filtering enough cool oxygen out of the superheated, snmoky air to allow
us to breathe. Only the lack of undergrowth and Tuk's skill in placing
our tent away fromother targets and near the sheltering bestos plants
have allowed us to survive. That and the ei ght whiskered-alloy rods
that stand between us and eternity.

'They seemto be holding up well!" | shout to Tuk over the hiss and
crackl e, crash and split of the storm

'Dey be made to stand de hour, nebbe two,' grunts mnmy guide. 'Any tinme,
nmebbe sooner, dey fuse, we die."

I nod and sip at |ukewarmwater through the slipstrip of my osnosis
mask. |If | survive this night, | shall always thank God for His
generosity in allowing ne to see this sight.

Day 8 7:

Tuk and | energed fromthe snol dering northeastern edge of the flane
forest at noon yesterday, pronptly set up canp by the edge of a small
stream and slept for eighteen hours straight; making up for three

ni ghts of no sleep and two grueling days noving w thout rest through a
ni ght nare of flame and ash. Everywhere we | ooked as we approached the
hogback ridge that nmarked the term nus of the forest, we could see



seedpods and cones burst open with new life for the various fire species
that had died in the conflagration of the previous two nights. Five of
our arrestor rods still functioned, although neither Tuk nor | was eager
to test them another night. CQur surviving packbrid collapsed and died
the instant the heavy load was lifted off its back

| awoke this norning at dawn to the sound of running water. | foll owed
the small streama kilometer to the northeast, follow ng a deepening in
its sound, until suddenly it dropped from sight.

The Cleft! | had al nbost forgotten our destination

Thi s nmorning, stunmbling through the fog, |eaping fromone wet rock to
anot her al ongsi de the wi dening stream | took a leap to a final boul der
teetered there, regained ny bal ance, and | ooked strai ght down above a
waterfall that dropped al nost three thousand neters to nmist, rock, and
river far bel ow.

The Ceft was not carved out of the rising plateau as was the | egendary
Grand Canyon on Od Earth or World Crack on Hebron. In spite of its
active oceans and seeningly earthlike continents, Hyperion is
tectonically quite dead; nore |ike Mars, Lusus, or Arnaghast in its
total lack of continental drift. And Iike Mars and Lusus, HYperion is
afflicted with its Deep |Ice Ages, although here the periodicity is
spread to thirty-seven mllion years by the long ellipse of the
currently absent binary dwarf. The com og conpares the Cleft to the
pre-tCrraformed Mariner Valley on Mars, both being caused by the
weakeni ng of crust through periodic freeze and thaw over the aeons,

foll owed by the flow of subterranean rivers such as the Kans. Then the
massi ve col |l apse, running like a long scar through the noun-tainons w ng
of the continent Aquil a.

Tuk joined ne as | stood on the edge of the Ceft. 1 was naked, rinsing
the ash snell fromny traveling clothes and cassock. | splashed cold
wat er over ny pale flesh and | aughed out |oud as the echoes of Tuk's
shouts cane back fromthe North Wall two thirds of a kilonmeter away.
Because of the nature of the crust collapse, Tuk and | stood far out on
an overhang that hid the South Wall bel ow us. Although perilously
exposed, we assuned that the rocky cornice which had defied gravity for
mllions of years would | ast a few nore hours as we bathed, rel axed,
shout ed echoing hallos until we were hoarse, and generally acted like
children liberated fromschool. Tuk confessed that he had never
penetrated the full width of the flane forest- nor known anyone who had
in this season - and announced that, now that the tesla trees were
becom ng fully

dozen bolts of lightning fromthe nearest tesla arced to the hapl ess
animal. For a mad second | could have sworn !

saw t he beast's skel eton glow ng through boiling flesh and then it
spasned high into the air and sinply ceased to be.

For three hours we have watched the end of the world.
Two of the arrestor rods have fallen but the other eight continue to

function. Tuk and | huddle in the hot cave of our tent, osnpsis nasks
filtering enough c°°! oxygen out of the superheated, snoky air to allow



us to breathe. Only the lack of undergrowth and Tuk's skill in placing
our tent away fromother targets and near the sheltering bestos plants
have allowed us to survive. That and the eight whiskered-alloy rods
that stand between us and eternity.

'They seemto be holding up well!" | shout to Tuk over the hiss and
crackl e, crash and split of the storm

'Dey be made to stand de hour, nebbe two,' grunts mnmy guide. 'Any tinme,
nebbe sooner, dey fuse, we die."

I nod and sip at |ukewarmwater through the slipstrip of my osnosis
mask. If | survive this night, | shall always thank God for His
generosity in allowing ne to see this sight.

Day87:

Tuk and | energed fromthe snol dering northeastern edge of the flane
forest at noon yesterday, pronptly set up canp by the edge of a small
stream and slept for eighteen hours straight; making up for three

ni ghts of no sleep and two grueling days noving w thout rest through a
ni ghtnare of flame and ash. Everywhere we | ooked as we approached the
hogback ridge that marked the term nus of the forest, we could see
seedpods and cones burst open with new life for the various fire species
that had died in the conflagration of the previous two nights. Five of
our arrestor rods still functioned, although neither Tuk nor | was eager
to test them another night. Qur surviving packbrid collapsed and died
the instant the heavy load was lifted off its back

| awoke this norning at dawn to the sound of running water. ! followed
the smal|l streama kiloneter to the northeast, follow ng a deepening in
its sound, until suddenly it dropped from sight.

The Ceft! | had almobst forgotten our destination

Thi's nmorning, stunbling through the fog, |eaping fromone wet rock to
anot her al ongside the widening stream | took a leap to a final boul der
teetered there, regained ny bal ance, and | ooked strai ght down above a
waterfall that dropped al nost three thousand neters to mist, rock, and
river far bel ow.

The Cleft was not carved out of the rising plateau as was the | egendary
Grand Canyon on O d Earth or World Crack on Hebron. |In spite of its
active oceans and seenmingly earthlike continents, Hyperion is
tectonically quite dead; nore |ike Mars, Lusus, or Arnaghast in its
total lack of continental drift. And |ike Mars and Lusus, HYPerion is
afflicted with its Deep |Ice Ages, although here the periodicity is
spread to thirty-seven mllion years by the long ellipse of the
currently absent binary dwarf. The com og conpares the Ceft to the
pre-terraformed Mariner Valley on Mars, both being caused by the
weakeni ng of crust through periodic freeze and thaw over the aeons,
followed by the flow of subterranean rivers such as the Kans. Then the
massi ve col |l apse, running like a |ong scar through the mountai nhous w ng
of the continent Aquil a.

Tuk joined ne as | stood on the edge of the Ceft. 1 was naked, rinsing
the ash snell fromny traveling clothes and cassock. | splashed cold



wat er over ny pale flesh and | aughed out |oud as the echoes of Tuk's
shouts cane back fromthe North Wall two thirds of a kilonmeter away.
Because of the nature of the crust collapse, Tuk and | stood far out on
an overhang that hid the South Wall below us. Although perilously
exposed, we assuned that the rocky cornice which had defied gravity for
mllions of years would | ast a few nore hours as we bathed, rel axed,
shout ed echoing hallos until we were hoarse, and generally acted like
children liberated fromschool. Tuk confessed that he had never
penetrated the full width of the flane forest- nor known anyone who had
in this season - and announced that, now that the tesla trees were
becom ng fully

active, he would have at least a three-month wait until he could return.
He did not seemtoo sorry and | was glad to have himwth mne.

In the afternoon we transported ny gear in relays, setting up canp near
the stream a hundred nmeters back fromthe cornice and stacking ny
f I owf oam boxes of scientific gear for further sorting in the norning.

It was cold this evening. After dinner, just before sunset, | pulled on
ny thermal jacket and wal ked al one to a rocky | edge sout hwest of where
had first encountered the Cleft. Fromny vantage point far out over the
river, the view was nenorable. M sts rose fromunseen waterfalls
tumbling to the river far below, spray rising in shifting curtains of
mst to multiply the setting sun into a dozen viol et spheres and tw ce

t hat many rai nbows.

| watched as each spectrum was born, rose toward the darkeni ng done of
sky, and died. As the cooling air settled into the cracks and caverns
of the plateau and the warmair rushed skyward, pulling | eaves, tw gs,
and m st upward in a vertical gale, a sound ebbed up out of the Ceft as
if the continent itself was calling with the voices of stone giants,

gi ganti c bamboo flutes, church organs the size of pal aces, the clear
perfect notes ranging fromthe shrillest soprano to the deepest bass. |
specul ated on wi nd vectors against the fluted rock wails, on caverns far
bel ow venting deep cracks in the nmotionless crust, and on the illusion
of human voi ces that random harnoni cs can generate. But in the end

set aside speculation and sinply listened as the Ceft sang its farewell
hym to the sun.

| wal ked back to our tent and its circle of biolun-nescent |antern
light as the first fusillade of neteor showers burned the skies overhead
and di stant explosions fromthe flame forests rippled al ong the southern
and western horizons like cannon fire from sone ancient war on
pre-Hegira O d Earth.

Once in the tent | try the |long-range com og bands but there is nothing
but static. | suspect that even if the primitive consats that serve the
fiberplastic plantations were ever to broadcast this far east, anything
but the tightest laser or fatline beans would be nasked by the nountains
and tesla activity. On Pacem few of us at the nonastery wore or
carried personal com ogs, but the datasphere was always there if we
needed to tap into it. Here there is no choice.

| sit and listen to the last notes fromthe canyon wind die, watch the
ski es simultaneously darken and bl aze, snile at the sound of Tuk's
snoring fromhis bedroll outside the tent, and | think to nyself, If



this is exile, so belt.

Day 88:

Tuk is dead. Murdered.

I found his body when | left the tent at sunrise. He had been sl eeping
outside, not nore than four neters fromnme. He had said that he w shed
to sleep under the stars.

The murderers cut his throat while he slept. | heard no cry. | did

dream however: dreans of Senfa ministering to me during ny fever.
Dreams of cool hands touching my neck and chest, touching the crucifix 1

have worn since childhood. | stood over Tuk's body, staring at the
wi de, dark circle where his blood had soaked into Hyperion's uncaring
soil, and | shivered at the thought that the dream had been nore than a

dream - that hands had touched nme in the night.

I confess that | reacted nore like a frightened old fool than as a
priest. | did adm nister Extrene Unction, but then the panic struck ne
and | left my poor guide's body, desperately searched through the
supplies for a weapon, and took away the machete | had used in the rain
forest and the | ow voltage naser with which | had planned to hunt snall
gane. \Wether | would have used a weapon on a human bei ng, even to save
ny own life, I do not know. But, in nmy panic, | carried the nmachete,
the maser, and the powered binoculars to a high boul der near the deft
and searched the region for any signs of the nurderers. Nothing stirred
except the tiny arboreais and gossanmers we had seen flitting through the
trees yesterday. The forest itself seened

abnormal Iy thick and dark. The Ceft offered a hundred terraces,
| edges, and rock bal conies to the northeast for entire bands of savages.
An arny could have hidden there in the crags and ever present m sts.

After-thirty mnutes of fruitless vigilance and foolish cowardice, |
returned to the canpsite and prepared Tuk's body for burial. It took ne
wel | over two hours to dig a proper grave in the rocky soil of the

pl at eau.

When it was filled and the formal service was finished, | could think of
not hi ng personal to say about the rough, funny little man who had been
ny guide. 'Watch over him Lord,' | said at |ast, disgusted at my own

hypocri sy, sure in my heart that | was nouthing words only to nyself.
"G ve himsafe passage. Amen."

This evening 1 have noved ny canp half a kiloneter north. M tent is
pitched in an open area ten neters away but | am wedged with nmy back
agai nst the boul der, sl eeping robes pulled around, the machete and naser
nearby. After Tuk's funeral | went through the supplies and boxes of
equi prent. Not hi ng had been taken except for the few remaining

arrestor rods.

I mredi ately | wondered if someone had followed us through the flane
forest in order to kill Tuk and strand me here, but | could think of no
notive for such an el aborate action. Anyone fromthe plantations could
have killed us as we slept in the rain forest or - better yet froma
nurderer's point of view - deep in the flane forest where no one would



wonder at two charred corpses. That left the Bikura. M primtive
char ges.

| considered returning through the flame forest w thout the rods but
soon abandoned the idea. It is probable death to stay and certain death
to go.

Three nonths before the teslas becone dormant. One hundred twenty of
t he twenty-six-hour |ocal days. An eternity.

Dear Christ, why has this cone to nme.9 And why was | spared | ast night
if | ammerely to be offered up this night... or next?

| sit here under the darkening crag and | listen to the suddenly oni nous
noaning rising with the night w nd

fromthe Cleft and | pray as the sky lights with the bl ood-red streaks
of neteor trails.

Mout hi ng words to nysel f.
Day 9.5:

The terrors of the past week have largely abated. | find that even fear
fades and becones commonpl ace after days of anticlinmax.

| used the nachete to cut small trees for a |l ean-to, covering the roof
and side with gamma-cl oth and caul ki ng between the logs with nmud. The
back wall is the solid stone of the boulder. | have sorted through ny
research gear and set some of it out, although | suspect that | wll
never use it now.

| have begun foraging to supplement my quickly dimnishing cache of
freeze-dried food. By now, according to the absurd schedul e drawn up so
| ong ago on Pacem | was to have been living with the Bi kura for sone
weeks and trading small goods for local food. No matter. Besides ny
di et of bland but easily boiled chalna roots, | have found half a dozen
varieties of berries and larger fruits that the com og assures ne are
edi ble; so far only one has disagreed with ne enough to keep ne
squatting all night near the edge of the nearest ravine.

| pace the confines of the region as restlessly as one of those caged
pel ops that were so prized by the ninor padi shahs on Armaghast. A
kilometer to the south and four to the west, the flane forests are in
full form In the norning, snoke vies with the shifting curtains of
mst to hide the sky. Only the near-solid breaks of bestos, the rocky
soil here on the sunmt plateau, and the hogback ridges running |ike
arnor-pl ated vertebrae northeast fromhere keep the teslas at bay.

To the north, the plateau wi dens out and the undergrowth becones denser
near the Cleft for some fifteen kiloneters until the way is bl ocked by a
ravine a third as deep and half as wide as the Cleft itself. Yesterday
1 reached this northernnost point and stared across the

gaping barrier with sone frustration. | will try again soneday,
detouring to the east to find a crossing point, but fromthe telltale
si gns of phoenix across the chasmand the pall of snobke along the



northeastern horizon, | suspect | will find only the chalnma-filled
canyons and steppes of flame forest that are roughed in on the orbita
survey map 1 carry.

Tonight | visited Tuk's rocky grave as the evening wi nd began to wai
its aeolian dirge. | knelt there and tried to pray but nothing cane.

Edouard, nothing came. | amas enpty as those fake sarcophagi that you
and | unearthed by the score fromthe sterile desert sands near Tarum
bel Wadi .

The Zen Gnostics would say that this enptiness is a good sign; that it
presages openness to a new | evel of

awar eness, new i nsi ghts, new experience.

Mer de.
My enmptiness is only... enptiness.
| have found the Bikura. O, rather, they have found me. | wll wite

what | can before they cone to rouse ne fromny 'sleep.”

Today | was doing some detail mapping a nere four kilometers north of
canp when the mists lifted in the mdday warnth and | noticed a series
of terraces on ny side of the Ceft that had been hidden until then. 1
was using ny powered gl asses to inspect the terraces - actually a series
of !'addered | edges, spires, shelves, and tussocks extending far out onto
the overhang - when i realized that | was staring at man-made
habi t ati ons.

The dozen or so huts were crude- rough hovels of heaped chal ma fronds,
stones, and spongeturf- but they were unm stakably of human ori gin.

| was standing there irresolute, binoculars still lifted, trying to
deci de whether to clinb down to the exposed | edges and confront the

i nhabitants or to retreat to nmy canp, when | felt that lifting chil

al ong the back and neck that tells one with absolute certainty that he
is no

| onger alone. 1. |owered the binoculars and turned slowy. The Bikura
were there, at least thirty of them standing in a sem-circle that |eft
me no retreat to the forest.

I do not know what | expected; naked savages, perhaps, with fierce
expressions and neckl aces of teeth.

Perhaps | had half expected to find the kind of bearded, wild-haired
hermits that travelers someti nes encountered in the Mosh6 Mountains on
Hebron. \Whatever 1 had held in mind, the reality of the Bi kura did not
fit the tenplate.

The peopl e who had approached ne so silently were short - none cane

hi gher than ny shoul der - and swathed in roughly woven dark robes that
covered themfromneck to toe. Wen they noved, as sone did now, they
seened to glide over the rough ground |Iike wraiths.



From a di stance, their appearance rem nded me of nothing so much as a
gaggl e of dimnutive Jesuits at a New Vatican encl ave

| al most giggled then, but realized that such a response mght well be a
sign of rising panic. The Bi kura showed no outward signs of aggression
to cause such a panic; they carried no weapons, their small hands were
enpty. As enpty as their expressions.

Thei r physi ognomy is hard to describe succinctly.

They are bald. Al of them That bal dness, the absence of any facia

hair, and the | oose robes that fell in a straight Iine to the ground,
all conspired to nake it very difficult to tell the men fromthe wonen.
The group now confronting me- nore than fifty by this tinme - [ooked to

be all of roughly the sanme age: sonmewhere between forty and fifty
standard years. Their faces were snooth, the skin tinged with a
yel l owi sh cast that | guessed m ght be associated with generations of
ingesting trace mnerals in the chal ma and other local plant life.

One m ght be tenpted to describe the round faces of the Bi kura as

cherubic until, upon closer inspection, that inpression of sweetness
fades and is replaced by another interpretation- placid idiocy. As a
priest, | have spent enough time on backward worlds to see the

ef fects of an ancient genetic disorder variously called Down's syndroneg,
nongol i sm or generation-ship |legacy. This, then, was the overal

i npression created by the sixty or so dark-robed little people who had
approached me - | was being greeted by a silent, snmiling band of bald,
retarded children.

I remi nded nyself that these were al nost certainly the same group of
"smling children' who had slit Tuk's throat while he slept and left him
to die like a butchered pig.

The cl osest Bi kura stepped forward, stopped five paces fromnme, and said
sonething in a soft nonotone.

"Just a minute," | said and funbled out ny cornlog. | tapped in the
transl ator function.

'Beyetet ota nenna !or cresfem ket?" asked the short man in front of ne.

| slipped on the hearplug just in time to hear the com ng's translation
There was no lag tine. The apparently foreign.language was a sinple
corruption of archaic seedship English not so far renoved fromthe

i ndi gene argot of the plantations. 'You are the man who belongs to the
cross shape/cruciform' interpreted the cornlog, giving me two choices
for the final noun.

"Yes,' | said, knowi ng now that these were the ones who had touched ne
the night | slept through Tuk's nurder. Wich nmeant that these were the
ones who had murdered Tuk

I waited. The hunting naser was in ny pack. The pack was set agai nst
a small chalnma not ten paces fromne. Half a dozen Bi kura stood between
me and it. It did not matter. | knew at that instant that | woul d not
use a weapon agai nst another hunman bei ng, even a human bei ng who had



nurdered my guide and mght well be planning to murder nme at any second.
I closed nmy eyes and said a silent Act of Contrition. Wen 1 opened ny
eyes, nore of the Bikura had arrived.. There was a cessation of
nmoverrent, as if a quorum had been filled, a decision reached.

"Yes,' | said again into the silence, 'l amthe one who wears the
cross.” | heard the cornl og speaker pronounce the last word 'cresfem”

The Bi kura nodded in unison and - as if fromlong practice as altar
boys- all went to one knee, robes rustling softly, in a perfect
genuf | ecti on.

| opened my nmouth to speak and found that | had nothing to say. 1
cl osed ny nout h.

The Bi kura stood. A breeze noved the brittle chal ma fronds and | eaves
together to make a dry, end-of-summer sound above us. The Bikura
nearest to me on the left stepped closer, grasped ny forearmwith a
touch of cool, strong fingers, and spoke a soft sentence that my coml og
translated as, 'Cone. It is time to go to the houses and sl eep.”

It was midafternoon. Wondering if the comog had translated the word
"sleep' properly or if it might be an idiomor mnetaphor for 'die,’
nodded and foll owed themtoward the village at the edge of the Ceft.

Now | sit in the hut and wait. There are rustling sounds. Soneone el se
is awake now. 1 sit and wait.

Day 97:
The Bikura call thenselves the ' Three Score and Ten."

| have spent the past twenty-six hours talking to them observing,
maki ng notes when they take their two-hour, m dafternoon 'sleep,' and
generally trying to record as nuch data as | can before they decide to
slit my throat.

Except now | am beginning to believe that they will not hurt nme.

| spoke to them yesterday after our 'sleep." Sonetines they do not
respond to questions and when they do the responses are little better
than the grunts or divergent answers one receives fromslow children.

After their initial question and invitation at our first encounter, none
of themoriginated a single query or comrent nmy way.

I questioned them subtly, carefully, cautiously, and with the
prof essi onal calmof a trained ethnologist. 1 asked the sinplest, nost
factual questions possible to

make sure that the'com og was functioning properly. It was. But the
sumtotal of the answers left ne alnbst as ignorant as | had been
twenty-sone hours before.

Finally, tired in body and spirit, | abandoned professional subtlety and
asked the group | was sitting with, '"Did you kill my conpanion?"



My three interlocutors did not ook up fromthe weaving they were doing
on a crude loom 'Yes,' said the one | have come to think of as Al pha
because he had been the first to approach ne in the forest, 'we cut your
conpanion's throat with sharpened stones and hel d himdown and sil ent
whil e he struggled. He died the true death."

"Why?" | asked after a nonent. M voice sounded as dry as a corn husk
crunbl i ng.
"Way did he die the true death?" said Al pha, still not | ooking up

"Because all of his blood ran out and he stopped breathing."
"No," | said. "Wy did you kill hinP"

Al pha did not respond, but Betty - who may or nmay not be fenml e and
Al pha's nate - | ooked up from her

| oom and said sinmply, 'To nmake himdie."
) Vv]y?ll

The responses invariably cane back and just as invariably failed to
enlightened ne one iota. After much questioning, | had ascertained that
they had killed Tuk to make himdie and that he had di ed because he had
been kil l ed.

"What is the difference between death and true deat h?" | asked, not
trusting the cornlog or ny tenmper at this point.

The third Bikura, Del, grunted a response that the com og interpreted
as, 'Your conpanion died the true death. You did not."

Finally, in frustration far too close to rage, | snapped, 'Wy not? Wy
didn't you kill me?"

Al three stopped in the nmiddle of their mndless weaving and | ooked at
nme. 'You cannot be killed because you cannot die,' said Al pha. 'You
cannot di e because you belong to the cruciformand follow the way of the
cross."

| had no i dea why the damm machi ne woul d translate cross as 'cross' one
second and as 'cruciform the next.

Because you belong to the cruciform

A chill went through ne, followed by the urge to laugh. Had | stunbl ed
into that old adventure holO clich - the lost tribe that worshiped the
'god' that had tunbled into their jungle until the poor bastard cuts

hi nsel f shaving or sonething, and the tribespeople, assured and a bit
relieved at the obvious nortality of their visitor, offer up their
erstwhile deity as a sacrifice?

It would have been funny if the image of Tuk's bl oodl ess face and
rawri med, gapi ng wound was not so fresh

Their reaction to the cross certainly suggested that | had encountered a
group of survivors of a once Christian colony - Catholics? - even



t hough the data in the comog insisted that the dropship of seventy

col oni sts who had crashed on this plateau four hundred years ago had
hel d only Neo-Kerwi n Marxists, all of whom shoul d have been indifferent
if not openly hostile to the old religions.

| considered dropping the matter as being far too dangerous to pursue,
but my stupid need to know drove nme on. 'Do you worship Jesus?"

asked.

Their bl ank expressions |eft no need for a verbal negative.

"Christ?" | tired again. 'Jesus Christ? Christian? The

Cat hol i ¢ Church?"

No interest.

'"Catholic? Jesus? Mary? St Peter? Paul? St Tell hard?"

The com og nmade noi ses but the words seened to have no neaning for them
"You followthe cross?" | said, flailing for sone |ast contact.

Al three |l ooked at me. 'W belong to the cruciform' said Al pha.

| nodded, understandi ng not hi ng.

This evening | fell asleep briefly just before sunset and when |I awoke
it was to the organ-pipe nmusic of the Ceft's nightfall winds. It was
much | ouder here on the

village | edges. Even the hovels seenmed to join the chorus as the rising
gusts whistled and whi ned through stone gaps, flapping fronds, and crude
snokehol es.

Sonet hing was wong. It took ne a groggy minute to realize that the
vill age was abandoned. Every hut was enpty. | sat on a cold boul der
and wondered if my presence had sparked sonme mass exodus. The wi nd
musi ¢ had ended and neteors were beginning their nightly show through
cracks in |low clouds when | heard a sound behind nme and turned to find

all seventy of the Three Score and Ten behi nd ne.

They wal ked past without a word and went to their huts. There were no
lights. | imagined themsitting in their hovels, staring.

| stayed outside for sonme tinme before returning to my own hut. After a
while | wal ked to the edge of the grassy shelf and stood where rock
dropped away into the abyss. A cluster of vines and roots clung to the
cliff face but appeared to end a few nmeters into space and hang there
above enptiness. No vine could have been | ong enough to offer a way to
the river two kiloneters bel ow

But the Bikura had cone fromthis direction.
Not hi ng made sense. | shook my head and went back to ny hut.

Sitting here, witing by the light of the cornlog diskey, | try to think



of precautions | can take to insure that | will see the sunrise.
I can think of none.

Day 103:

The nore | learn, the | ess 1 understand.

| have noved nobst of ny gear to the hut they | eave enpty for me here in
the vill age.

| have taken photographs, recorded video and audi o chips, and inaged a
full hol oscan of the village and its inhabitants. They do not seemto
care. | project their images and they wal k right through them show ng
no interest. 1 play back their words to themand they smle

and go back into their hovels to sit for hours, doing nothing, saying
nothing. | offer themtrade trinkets and they take them wi t hout

comment, check to see if they are edible, and then | eave themlying. The
grass is littered with plastic beads, mrrors, bits of colored cloth,
and cheap pens.

| have set up the full medical lab but to no avail; the Three Score and
Ten will not let nme examine them will not let me take bl ood sanples,
even though | have repeatedly shown themthat it is painless, will not
et me scan themwith the diagnostic equipment - will not, in short,

cooperate in any way. They do not argue. They do not explain. They
simply turn away and go about their nonbusiness.

After a Wek | still cannot tell the nales fromthe females. Their
faces remind me of those visual puzzles that shift forns as you stare;
sonetines Betty's face | ooks undeniably femal e and ten seconds |ater the
sense of gender is gone and | think of her (hinf) as Beta again. Their
voi ces undergo the sane shift. Soft, well nodul ated, sexless ... they
rem nd ne of the poorly programed honmeconps one encounters on backward
wor | ds.

| find nmyself hoping to catch a glinpse of a naked Bikura. This is not
easy for a Jesuit of forty-eight standard years to admit. Still, it
woul d not be an easy task even for a veteran voyeur. The nudity taboo
seens absolute. They wear the |ong robes while awake and during their
two- hour nidday nap. They |leave the village area to urinate and
defecate, and | suspect that they do not renove the | oose robes even
then. They do not seemto bathe. One would suspect that this would
cause ol factory problens, but there is no odor about these prinitives
except for the slight, sweet snell of chalma. ' You nust undress
sonetines,' | said to Al pha one day, abandoning delicacy in favor of

i nf ormati on.

"No,' said Al and went el sewhere to sit and do nothing while fully
dressed.

They have no names. | found this incredible at first, but now | am
sure.

"W are all that was and will be,' said the shortest



Bi kura, one | think of as fenale and call Eppie. 'W are the Three
Score and Ten."

i searched the cornlog records and confirnmed what | suspected: in nore

t han si xteen thousand known human societies, none are |listed where there
are no individual names at all. Even in the Lusus hive societies,

i ndi vidual s respond to their class category followed by a sinple code.

| tell themmy name and they stare. 'Father Paul Dur, Father Paul Dur,"'
repeats the cornlog translator but there is no attenpt at even sinple
repetition.

Except for their mass di sappearances each day before sunset and their
conmon two-hour sleep time, they do very little as a group. Even their
| odgi ng arrangenents appear random Al will spend one naptine wth
Betty, the next with Gam and the third with Zelda or Pete. No system
or schedule is apparent. Every third day the entire group of seventy
goes into the forest to forage and returns with berries, chalm roots
and bark, fruit, and whatever else mght be edible. | was sure they
were vegetarians until | saw Del munching on the cold corpse of an
infant arboreal. The little primate nmust have fallen fromthe high
branches. It seems then that the Three Score and Ten do not disdain
neat; they sinply are too stupid to hunt and kill it.

When the Bikura are thirsty they wal k al nbost three hundred neters to a
stream that cascades into the Ceft.

In spite of this inconvenience, there are no signs of water skins, jugs,

or any type of pottery. | keep ny reserve of water in ten-gallon
pl astic containers but the villagers take no notice. In ny plunmeting
respect for these people, | do not find it unlikely that they have spent

generations in a village with no handy water source.

"Who built the houses?" | ask. They have no word for viiiaBe.
' The Three Score and Ten,' responds WII. | can tell himfromthe
others only by a broken finger that did not nmend well. Each of them has

at !cast one such distinguishing feature, although sometines | think it
woul d be easier to tell crows apart.

"When did they build then?" | ask, although | should know by now t hat
any question that starts with 'when'

will not receive an answer.

| receive no answer.

They do go into the Ceft each evening. Down the vines. On the third
evening, | tried to observe this exodus but six of themturned me back

fromthe edge and gently but persistently brought me back to ny hut.

It was the first observable action of the Bikura that had hinted at
aggression and | sat in some apprehension after they had gone.

The next evening as they departed | went quietly to my hut, not even
peering out, but after they returned | retrieved the imger and its
tripod fromwhere | had | eft themnnear the edge. The tiner had worked



perfectly.

The hd os showed the Bi kura grabbing the vines and scranbling down the
cliff face as ninbly as the little arboreals that fill the chal ma and
wei rwood forest.

Then they di sappeared under the overhang.

"What do you do when you go down the cliff each evening?" | asked Al the
next day.

The native | ooked at me with the seraphic, Buddha smle | have | earned
to hate. 'You belong to the cruciform' he said as if that answered
everyt hi ng.

"Do you worship when you go down the cliff?." 1 asked.

No answer.

| thought a minute. 'l also followthe cross,' | said, knowing that it
woul d be translated as 'belong to the cruciform™"™ Any day now | wll not
need the translator program But this conversation was too inportant to
| eave to chance. 'Does this nmean that | should join you when you go

down the cliff face?"

For a second | thought that Al was thinking. H's brow furrowed and
realized that it was the first tine that | had seen one of the Three
Score and Ten cone close to frowning. Then he said, 'You cannot. You
bel ong to the cruciformbut you are not of the Three Score and Ten."

| realized that it had taken every neuron and synapse in his brain to
frame that distinction.

"What would you do if !I' did go down the cliff face?" 1 asked, expecting
no response. Hypothetical questions al nbost always had as nuch |uck as
ny tine-based queries.

This time he did respond. The seraphic snmile and untroubl ed countenance
returned and Al pha said softly, '"If you try to go down the cliff we wll
hol d you down on the grass, take sharpened stones, cut your throat, and

wait until your bl ood stops flowi ng and your heart stops beating."

| said nothing. | wondered if he could hear the pounding of my heart at
that moment. Well, 1 thought, at |east you don't have to worry any
| onger that they think you are a .god.

The silence stretched. Finally Al added one nore sentence that | have

been t hi nki ng about ever since. 'And if you did it again,' he said, 'we
woul d have to kill you again.”
We stared at each other for some tine after that; each convinced, | am

sure, that the other was a total idiot.
Day 104:

Each new revel ati on adds to ny confusion.



The absence of children here has bothered ne since nmy first day in the
village. Looking back through ny notes, 1 find frequent nention of it
in the daily observations | have dictated to my com og, but no record of
it in the personal mishnmash here that | call a journal. Perhaps the

i mplications were too frightening.

To ny frequent and clunsy attenpts at piercing this mystery, the Three
Score and Ten have offered their usual enlightenment. The person
guestioned snmiles beatifically and responds in sone non sequitur that
woul d make t he babble of the Wb's worst village idiot seemlike sage
aphorisns in conparison. More often than not, they do not answer at
all.

One day | stood in front of the one | have tagged as Dei, stayed there
until he had to acknow edge ny presence, and asked, 'Wy are there no
chil dren?"

"W are the Three Score and Ten,' he said softly.

"Where are the babies?”

No response. No sense of evading the question, nerely a blank stare.

i took a breath. 'Wo is the youngest anmong you?" Del appeared to be
thinking, westling with the concept.

He was overmatched. | wondered if the Bikura had lost their time sense
so conpletely that any such question was doomed. After a mnute of

sil ence, however, Del pointed to where Al was crouched in the sunlight,
working with his crude hand | oom and said, 'There is the last one to
return.”

"To return?" | said. 'Fromwhere?"
Del stared at ne with no enotion, not even inpatience.

"You belong to the cruciform' he said. 'You nust know the way of the
cross."”

| nodded. | knew enough to recognize that in this direction |ay one of
the many conversational illogic-loops that usually derailed our

di al ogues. | hunted for sonme way to keep a grasp of the thin thread of
i nformati on.

"Then Al,' | said and pointed, 'is the last to be born. To return. But
others will... return?"

I was not sure that | understood my own question.

How does one inquire about birth when the interviewee has no word for
child and no concept of time? But Del seened to understand. He nodded.

Encouraged, | asked, 'Then when will the next of the Three Score and Ten
be born? Return?"

"No one can return until one dies,' he said.



Suddenly | thought | understood. 'So no new children...

no one will be returned until someone dies,' | said. 'You replace the
nm ssing one with another to keep the group at Three Score and Ten?"

Del responded with the type of silence 1 had cone to interpret as
assent.

The pattern seemed cl ear enough. The Bikura were quite serious about
their Three Score and Ten. They kept the tribal population at seventy -
t he sane nunber recorded on the passenger |ist of the dropship that
crashed here four hundred years ago. Little chance of coincidence
there. \When sonmeone died, they allowed a

child .to be born to replace the adult. Sinple.

Si npl e but inpossible. Nature and biology do not work that neatly.

Besi des the probl em of m ni mum herd popul ation, there were ot her
absurdities. Even though it is difficult to tell the ages of these
snoot h- ski nned people, it is obvious that no nore than ten years
separates the ol dest fromthe youngest. Although they act |ike
children, | would guess their average age to be in the late thirties or
md-forties in standard years.

So where are the very old? Were are the parents, aging uncles, and
unmarried aunts? At this rate, the entire tribe will enter old age at
approxi mately the sane tine.

VWhat happens when they all pass beyond chil dbearing age and it cones
time to replace nenbers of the tribe?

The Bikura lead dull, sedentary lives. The accident rate-even while
l[iving on the very edge of the Ceft - nust be low There are no
predators. the seasonal variations are mininmal and the food supply

al nost certainly remains stable. But, granted all this, there nust have
been tines in the four-hundred-year history of this baffling group when
di sease swept the village, when nore than the usual nunber of vines gave
way and dropped citizens into the Ceft, or when something caused that
abnormal cluster of sudden deaths that insurance conpani es have dreaded
since time i menorial.

And then what? Do they breed to make up the difference and then revert
to their current sexless behavior?

Are the Bikura so different fromevery other recorded human society that
they have a rutting period once every few years - once a decade? - once
inalifetinme?

It is doubtful

| sit here in my hut and review the possibilities. One is that these
people live very long lifetinmes and can reproduce during nost of that
time, allowing for sinple replacenment of tribal casualties. Only this
does not explain their conmon ages. And there is no mechanismto
explain any such longevity. The best anti-aging drugs the Hegenony has
to offer only nanage to extend an active lifetinme a bit over the hundred
standard-year mark. Preventive health neasures have spread the vitality



of early mddle age well into the late sixties - ny age - but except for
clonal transplants, bioengi-neering, and other perqgs for the very rich
no one in the Wrldweb can expect to begin planning a famly when they
are seventy or expect to dance at their hundred-and-tenth birthday
party. if eating chalma roots or breathing the pure air of the Pinion
Pl ateau had a dramatic effect on retarding aging, it would be a sure bet
t hat everyone on Hyperion would be living here munching chal ma, that
this planet woul d have had a farcaster centuries ago, and that every
citizen of the Hegenmony who has a universal card would be planning to
spend vacations and retirenment here.

No, a nore |ogical conclusion is that the Bikura |ive nornal-Iength
lives, have children at a normal rate, but kill themunless a

repl acenent is required. They nmay practice abstinence or birth control -
ot her than sl aughtering the newborn- until the entire band reaches an
age where new blood will soon be needed. A mmss-birthing tinme explains
t he apparent common age of the nenbers of the tribe.

But who teaches the young? What happens to the parents and ot her ol der
peopl e? Do the Bikura pass along the rudi ments of their crude excuse
for a culture and then allow their own deaths? Wuld this be a 'true
death' - the rubbing out of an entire generation? Do the Three Score
and Ten murder individuals at both ends of the be!l-shaped age curve?

This type of speculation is useless. | am beginning to get furious at
ny own | ack of problemsolving skills.

Let's forma strategy here and act on it, Paul. Get off your |azy,
Jesuit ass.

PROBLEM How to tell the sexes apart?

SOLUTION." Cajole or coerce a few of these poor devils into a nedica
exam Find out what all the sex-role nystery and nudity taboo is about.
A soci ety that depends upon years of rigid sexual abstinence for

popul ation control is consistent with ny new theory.

PROBLEM Why are they so fanatical about naintaining the sane Three
Score and Ten popul ation that the | ost dropship colony started with?

SOLUTI ON: Keep pestering themuntil you find out.

PROBLEM Where are the children?

SOLUTI ON:  Keep pressing and poking until you find out. Perhaps the
eveni ng excursion down the cliff is related to all of this. There nay
be a nursery there. O a pile of small bones.

PROBLEM What/s this "belong to the cruciformi and 'way of the cross
business if not a contorted vestige of the original colonists' religious
bel i ef 2.

SOLUTI ON: Find out by going to the source. Could

their daily descent down the cliff be religious in nature?

PROBLEM 'What/S down the cliff face?



SOLUTI ON: GO down and see.

Tomorrow, if their pattern holds true, all threescore and ten of the
Three Score and Ten will wander into the woods for several hours of
foraging. This tinme | will go with them

This time | am going over the edge and down the cliff.

Day 105:

0930 hours o Thank you, O Lord, for allowing nme to see what 1 have seen
t oday.

Thank you, O Lord, for bringing ne to this place at

this time to see the proof of Your Presence.

1125 hours - Edouard... Edouard!

| have to return. To show you all! To show , everyone.

| ' ve packed everything | need, putting the inmager disks and filmin a
pouch I wove from bestos |eaves. | have food, water, the maser with its
weakeni ng charge.

Tent. Sl eep robes.

If only the arrestor rods had not been stol en!

The Bi kura m ght have kept them No, i've searched the hovels and the
nearby forest. They would have no use for them

It doesn't matter!
"Il leave today if | can. Oherw se, as soon as | can
Edouard! | have it all here on the filmand di sks.

"00- There is no way through the flame forests today. The snpoke drove
nme back even before | penetrated the edge of the active zone.

| returned to the village and went over the hol os.

There is no nistake. The nmiracle is real

1530 hours- The Three Score and Ten will return any nonent.
VWhat if they know. .. what ff they can tell by |ooking

at me that | have been there?

| could hide.

No, there is no need to hide. God did not bring ne this far and let ne
see what | have seen only to let ne



die at the hands of these poor children

1615 hours- The Three Score and Ten returned and went to their huts
wi t hout giving me a gl ance.

| sit here in the doorway of ny own hut and cannot keep from smling,
from | aughi ng, and from prayi ng.

Earlier | walked to the edge of the Cdeft, said Mass, and took
Conmuni on. The villagers did not bother to watch

How soon can | |eave? Supervisor Olandi and Tuk had said that the
flame forest was fully active for three local months - a hundred and
twenty days - then relatively quiet for two. Tuk and | arrived here on
Day $?

| cannot wait another hundred days to bring the news to the world... to
all of the worlds.

If only a skimrer would brave the weat her and flanme forests and pluck ne
out of here. If only I could access one of the datafix sats that serve
t he pl antati ons.

Anything is possible. Mre mracles will occur

2350 hours- The Three Score and Ten have gone down into the Cleft. The
voi ces of the evening wind choir are rising all around.

How 1 wish | could be with them now There, bel ow

I will do the next best thing. | will drop to ny knees here near the
cliff edge and pray while the organ notes of the planet and sky sing
what | now know is a hyctn to a real and present God.

Day i 06:

i awoke today to a perfect norning. The sky was a deep turquoise; the
sun was a sharp, blood-red stone set within

| stood outside ny hut as the mists cleared, the arboreals ended their
norni ng screech concert, and the air began to warm Then | went in and
vi ewed ny tapes and di sks.

| realize that in yesterday's excited scribblings | nentioned nothing of

what | found down the cliff. | will do so now | have the disks,
filnapes, and com og notes, but there is always the chance that only
t hese personal journals will be found.

| lowered nyself over the cliff edge at approximtely 0730 hours
yesterday nmorning. The Bikura were all foraging in the forest. The
descent on vines had | ooked sinple enough - they were bound around one
another sufficiently to create a sort of |adder in nbst places - but as

I swung out and began to let nyself down, | could feel ny heart pounding
hard enough to be painful. There was a sheer three-thousand-neter drop
to the rocks and river below. | kept a tight grip on at |east two vines

at all'tines and centinetered ny way down, trying not to | ook at the
abyss beneath ny feet.



It took ne the better part of an hour to descend the hundred and fifty
nmeters that | amsure the Bikura can cover in ten mnutes. Eventually I
reached the curve of an overhang.

Sone vines trailed away into space but nost of themcurled under the
sheer slab of rock toward the cliff wall thirty neters in. Here and
there the vines 'appeared to have been braided to form crude bridges
upon which the Bi kura probably walked with little or no help fromtheir

hands. | craw ed al ong these brai ded strands, clutching other vines for
support and uttering prayers i had not said since ny boyhood. | stared
straight ahead as if ! could forget that there was only a seemingly

infinite expanse of air under those swayi ng, creaking strands of
vegetable matter.

There was a broad ledge along the cliff wall. | allowed three neters of
it to separate ne fromthe gulf before i squeezed through the vines and
dropped two and a half neters to the stone.

The | edge was about five nmeters wide and it termnated a short distance
to the northeast where the great mass of the overhang began. | foll owed
a path along the | edge to the sout hwest and had gone twenty or thirty
paces before | stopped in shock. It was a path. A path worn out of
solid stone. |Its shiny surface had been pushed centineters bel ow the

| evel of the surrounding rock. Farther on, where the path descended a
curving lip of ledge to a | ower, wi der |evel, steps had been cut into
the stone but even these had been worn to the point that they seened to
sag in the mddle.

| sat down for a second as the inpact of this sinple fact struck ne.
Even four centuries of daily travel by the Three Score and Ten coul d not
account for such erosion of solid rock. Soneone or sonething had used
this path long before the Bikura col oni sts crashed here.

Soneone or sonething had used this path for mllennia.

| stood and wal ked on. There was little noise except for the w nd

bl owi ng gently along the half-kiloneter-wide Cleft. | realized that
could hear the soft sound of the river far bel ow.

The path curved |l eft around a section of cliff and ended. | stepped out
onto a broad apron of gently descending stone and stared. | believe |
made the sign of the cross w thout thinking.

Because this | edge ran due north and south for a hundred-neter cut of

cliff, I could I ook due west along a thirty-kilonmeter slash of deft to
open sky where the plateau ended. | realized at once that the setting
sun would illumnate this slab of cliff wall under the overhang each
evening. It would not have surprised ne if -on the spring or autum

sol stice- Hyperion's sun would, fromthis vantage point, appear to set
directly into the Cleft, its red sides just touching the pink-toned rock
wal | s.

| turned left and stared at the cliff face. The worn path |ed across
the wide | edge to doors carved into the vertical slab of stone. No,
these were not nerely doors, they were portals, intricately carved
portals with el aborate stone casenents and lintels. To either side of



these twin doors spread broad wi ndows of stained glass, rising

at least twenty nmeters toward the overhang. i went closer and inspected
the facade. \Whoever had built this had done so by wi dening the area
under the overhang, slicing a sheer, smooth wail into the granite of the
pl ateau, and then tunneling directly into the cliff face. | ran ny hand
over the deeply cut folds of ornanental carving around the door. Snoot h.
Everyt hi ng had been snoothed and worn and softened by tinme, even here,

hi dden away from nost of the elements by the protective lip of overhang.
How many thousands of years had this... tenple... been carved into the
south wail of the Cleft?

The stai ned gl ass was neither glass nor plastic but some thick

transl ucent substance that seened as hard as the surrounding stone to
the touch. Nor was the wi ndow a conposite of panels; the colors
swirled, shaded, nelded, and bl ended into one another like oil on water

| removed ny flashlight fromthe pack, touched one of the doors, and
hesitated as the tail portai swung inward with frictionless ease.

| entered the vestibule- there is no other word for it- crossed the
silent ten-neter space, and paused in front of another wall made from

t he sane stained-glass materiai that even now gl owed behind me, filling
the vestibule with thick Iight of a hundred subtle hues. 1 reaiized
instantly that at the sunset hour the direct rays of the sun would fil
this roomw th incredi bly deep shafts of color, would strike the
stained-glass wail in front of me, and would illum nate whatever |ay
beyond.

| found the single door, outlined by thin, dark nmetal set into the
st ai ned- gl ass stone, and 1 passed through it.

On Pacem we have - as best we could from ancient photos and hol os-
rebuilt the basilica of St Peter's exactly as it stood in the ancient
Vatican. Al nost seven hundred feet long and four hundred and fifty feet
wi de, the church can hold fifty thousand worshi pers when Hi s Holiness
says Mass. W have never had nore than five thousand faithful there
even when the Council of Bishops of All the Wrlds is in assenbly every
forty-three years. |In the central apse near our copy of Bernini's
Throne of St Peter, the great done rises nore than a hundred and thirty
neters above the floor of the altar.

It is an inpressive space.
Thi s space was | arger.

In the dimlight | used the beamof nmy flashlight to ascertain that !
was in a single great room- a giant hall holl owed out of solid stone.
estimated that the snpboth walls rose to a ceiling that nmust be only a
few neters beneath the surface of the crag where the Bi kura had set
their huts. There was no ornanentation here, no furniture, no sign of
any concession to formor function except for the object that sat
squarely in the center of this huge, echoing cave of a room

Centered in the great hail was an altar - a five-neter-square slab of
stone | eft when the rest was hollowed out - and fromthis altar rose a
Cross.



Four neters high, three neters wide, carved in the old style of the

el aborate crucifixes of Od Earth, the cross faced the stained-gl ass
wall as if awaiting the sun and the explosion of light that would ignite
the inlaid dianonds, sapphires, blood crystals, |apis beads, queen's
tears, onyxes, and other precious stones that | could nake out in the
light of the flashlight as 1 approached.

| knelt and prayed. Shutting off the flashlight, 1 waited severa

m nutes before ny eyes could discern the cross in the dim snoky |ight.
This was, w thout a doubt, the cruciformof which the Bi kura spoke. And
it had been set here a m ni mum of many thousands of years ago- perhaps
tens of thousands- |ong before mankind first left Od Earth. Al npst
certainly before

Christ taught in Galil ee.

| prayed.

Today ! sit out in the sunlight after review ng the hol odisks. | have
confirmed what | barely noticed during my return up the cliff after

di scovering what | now think of as '"the basilica.” On the | edge outside

the basilica there are steps descending farther into the Ceft.

Al t hough not as worn as the path leading to the basilica, they are
equal ly intriguing. God al one knows what other wonders wait bel ow

I must let the worlds know of this find!

The irony of my being the one t°discover this is not lost on ne. | f it
had not been for Arnmaghast and ny exile, this discovery mght have

wai ted nmore centuries. The Church mght have died before this
revel ati on could have brought new life to it.

But | have found it.

One way or the other, I will |leave or get ny message out.

Day 107:

| ama prisoner.

This nmorning | was bathing in ny usual place near where the stream drops
over the cliff edge when | heard a sound and | ooked up to see the Bikura
| call Del staring at me with wide eyes. | called a greeting but the
little Bikura turned and ran. It was perplexing. They rarely hurry.
Then | realized that even though | had been wearing trousers at the
time, | had undoubtedly violated their nudity taboo by allowi ng Del to
see nme naked fromthe waist up

| smiled, shook ny head, finished dressing, and returned to the village.
If I- had known what awaited ne there, | would not have been anused.

The entire Three Score and Ten stood watching as 1 approached.
st opped a dozen paces fromAl. 'Good norning,' | said.



Al pha pointed and half a dozen of the Bikura |unged toward ne, seized ny
arns and | egs, and pinned nme to the ground. Beta stepped forward and
renoved a sharp-edged stone fromhis or her robes. As | struggled in
vain to pull free, Beta cut nmy clothes down the front and pulled apart
the shreds until | was all but naked.

| ceased struggling as the nmob pressed forward. They stared at ny pale,
white body and murnured to thensel ves.

| could feel ny heart pounding. '| amsorry if | have offended your
laws,' | began, 'but there is no reason..."

"Silence,' said Al pha and spoke to the talt Bikura with the scar on his

palm- the one |I call Zed. 'He is notof the cruciform™
Zed nodded.
'Let me explain,' i began again, but Al pha silenced nme

with a backhanded slap that left nmy lip bleeding and ny ears ringing.
There had been no nore sense of hostility in his action than i would
have shown in silencing a comog by throwing a swtch.

"What are we to do with hinP" asked Al pha.

' Those who do not follow the cross nust die the true death,' said Beta
and the crowmd shifted forward. Many had sharpened stones in their
hands. 'Those not of the cruciformnust die the true death,' said Beta
and her voice held the tone of conplacent finality comon to
oft-repeated fornmulae and religious |itanies.

'l followthe cross!" | cried out as the crowd tugged ne to ny feet. |
grabbed at the crucifix that hung around ny neck and struggl ed agai nst
the pressure of many arms. Finally | managed to |lift the little cross
over ny head.

Al pha held up his hand and the crowd paused. |n the sudden silence
could hear the river three kilometers belowin the Ceft. 'He does
carry a cross,' said Al pha.

Del pressed forward. 'But he is not of the cruciform | saw. It was
not as we thought. He is not of the cruciform ™ There was nmurder in his
Voi ce.

| cursed nmyself for being careless and stupid. The future of the Church
depended upon ny survival and | had thrown both away by beguiling nyself
into believing that the Bikura were dull, harm ess children

' Those who do not follow the cross nust die the true death,' repeated
Beta. It was a final sentencing.

St ones were being raised by seventy hands when | shouted, know ng that

it was either nmy last chance or my final condemation. 'i have been
down the cliff and worshiped at your altar! i followthe cross!’
Al pha and the nob hesitated. | could see that they were westling with

this new thought. It was not easy for them



‘"I follow the cross and wish to be of the cruciform' !
said as calmy as | could. '! have been to your altar."

' Those who do not follow the cross nust die the true death,' called
Gamma.

"But he follows the cross,' said Al pha. 'He has prayed in the room"

'"This cannot be,' said Zed. 'The Three Score and Ten pray there and he
is not of the Three Score and Ten."

"W knew before this that he is not of the Three Score and Ten,' said
Al pha, frowning slightly as he dealt with the concept of past tense.

"He is not of the cruciform' said Delta-two.
' Those who are not of the cruciformmnust die the true death,' said Beta.

"He follows the cross,' said Al pha. 'Can he not then becone of the
cruci for n?"

An outcry arose. In the general babble and shuffle of forms | pulled
agai nst restraining hands but their grips remained firm

"He is not of the Three Score and Ten and is not of the cruciform' said
Beta, sounding nore puttied than hostile now 'Howis it that he should
not die the true death?

We nust take the stones and open his throat so that the blood flows
until his heart stops. He is not of the cruciform"

"He follows the cross,' said Al pha. 'Can he not becone of the
cruci f or n?"

This time silence followed the question.

"He follows the cross and has prayed at the roomof the cruciform' said
Al pha, 'He nust not die the true death."

"All die the true death,' said a Bi kura whom | did not recognize. M
arms were aching fromthe strain of holding the crucifix above nmy head.
' Except the Three Score and Ten,' finished the anonynous Bi kura.

' Because they followed the cross, prayed at the room and becane of the
cruciform' said Al pha. 'Mist he not then becone of the crucifornf"

| stood there gripping the cold netal of the small cross and awaited
their verdict. | was afraid to die - | felt afraid - but the |arger
part of nmy mind seened al nost detached. M greatest regret was that |
woul d not be able to send out the news of the basilica to an unbelieving
uni ver se.

"Conme, we will talk of this,' Beta said to the group and they pulled ne
with themas they trod silently back to the vill age.



They have inprisoned nme here in ny hut. There was no chance to try for
the hunting maser; several of them held ne down while they enptied the
hut of nobst of ny possessions. They took ny clothing, |eaving ne only
one of their rough-woven robes to cover nyself wth.

The longer | sit here the nmore angry and anxi ous 1 becone. They have

taken ny com og, imager, disks, chips... everything. | have a single,
unopened crate of nedical diagnostic equipnent left up at the old site,
but that cannot hel p ne docunent the miracle in the Ceft. |If they

destroy the things they have taken- and then

destroy ne - there will be no record of the basilica.

If | had a weapon | could kill the guards and

Ch dear God what am | thinking? Edouard, what am| to do?

And even if | survive this- make nmy way back to Keats- arrange trave
back to the Wb- who woul d believe nme?-'after nine years' absence from
Pacem because of the quantumleap tine-debt- just an old nman returning
with the sane lies he was exiled for- Oh, dear God, if they destroy the
data |l et them destroy ne as wel |l

Day 110:

After three days they have decided ny fate.

Zed and the one |I think of as Theta-Prime came to get me shortly after
m dday. | blinked as they led ne out into the light. The Three Score
and Ten stood in a w de.

semcircle near the cliff edge. | fully expected to be thrown over that
edge. Then | noticed the bonfire.

| had assunmed that the Bikura were so primtive that they had | ost the
art of naking and using fire. They did not warmthenselves with fire
and their huts were always dark. | had never seen them cook a neal, not
even the rare corpse of an arboreal they devoured. But now the fire was
burning strongly and they were the only ones who could have started it.

| | ooked to see what fueled the flanes.

They were burning my clothes, ny conmiog, ny field

notes, the tape cassettes,- video chips, data disks, the imager
everything that had held information. 1 screaned at them tried to
throw nyself at the fire, and called them nanes | had not used since the
street days of ny childhood. They ignored ne.

Finally Al pha canme close. 'Yu will become of the cruciform' he said
softly.

| did not care. They led ne back to ny hut where | wept for an hour
There is no guard at the door. A minute ago | stood at the doorway and
consi dered running for the flane forests. Then |I thought of a much

shorter but no less fatal run to the Cleft.



| did nothing.

The sun will be setting in a short tine. Already the winds are rising.
Soon.  Soon.

Day 112:
Has it been only two days? It has been forever.
It did not cone off this norning. It did not conme off.

The nmedscanner's image wafer is right here in front of me but | Stil
cannot believe it. And yet | do. | amof the cruciform now

They canme for ne just before sunset. Al of them | did not struggle
as they led ne to the edge of the deft.

They were nore agile on the vines than | could have inmagined. | slowed
t hem down but they were patient, showi ng nme the easiest footholds, the
fastest route.

Hyperion's sun had dropped bel ow | ow cl ouds and was vi si bl e above the
rimwall to the west as we wal ked the final few meters to the basilica
The eveni ng wi ndsong was | ouder than |I had anticipated; it was as if we
were caught am d the pipes of a gigantic church organ. The notes rose
frombass grow s so deep that ny bones and teeth resonated in synpathy
to high, piercing screans that slid easily into the ultrasonic.

Al pha opened the outer doors and we passed through the antechanber into
the central basilica. The Three Score and Ten nmade a wi de circle around
the altar and its tall cross. There was no litany. There was no

si ngi ng.

There was no cerenpny. We sinply stood there in silence as the w nd
roared through the fluted colums outside and echoed in the great enpty
roomcarved into the stone - echoed and resonated and grew i n vol une
until | clapped nmy hands over ny ears. And all the while the stream ng
hori zontal rays of sunlight f'dled the hall w th deepeni ng hues of

anmber, gold, lapis, and then anber again- colors so deep that they nade
the air thick with light and lay |ike paint against the skin. | watched
as the cross caught this light and held it in each of its thousand

preci ous stones, held it- it seemed - even after the sun had set and the
wi ndows had faded to a twilight gray. It was as if the great crucifix
had absorbed the light and was radiating it toward us, into us. Then
even the cross was dark and the winds died and in the sudden di mess

Al pha said softly, 'Bring himalong."

We emerged onto the wide | edge of stone and Beta was there with torches.
As Beta passed themout to a selected few, | wondered if the Bikura
reserved fire for ritual purposes only. Then Beta was |eading the way
and we descended the narrow staircase carved into the stone.

At first | crept along, terrified, clutching at the snoboth rock and
searching for any reassuring projection of root or stone. The drop to
our right was so sheer and endl ess that it bordered on bei ng absurd.
Descendi ng the ancient staircase was far worse than clutching at vines
on the cliff face above. Here | had to | ook down each tine | placed a



foot on the narrow, age-slickened slabs. A slip and fall at first
seened probable, then inevitable.

| had the urge to stop then, to return at least to the safety of the
basilica, but nost of the Three Score and Ten were behind nme on the
narrow staircase and there seened little chance that they woul d stand
aside to let nme pass. Besides this, and even greater than ny fear, was
t he naggi ng curiosity about what was at the bottom of the staircase. |
di d pause | ong enough to glance up at the

lip of the Ceft three hundred neters above and to see

that the clouds were gone, the stars were out, and the nightly ballet of
nmeteor trails was bright against a sable sky. Then |I |owered ny head,
began a whispered recitation

of the rosary, and followed the torchlight and the Bikura into the
t reacher ous dept hs.

I could not believe that the staircase would take us all the way to the
bottomof the Ceft, but it did. Wen, sonmetine after mdnight, |
realized that we woul d be descending all the way down to the |evel of
the river, 1 estimated that it would take us until noon of the next day,
but it did not.

We reached the base of the Cleft shortly before sunrise. The stars
still shone in the aperture of sky between cliff walls that rose an

i mpossi bl e di stance on either side. Exhausted, staggering downward step
by step, recognizing slowmy that there were no nore steps, | stared
upward and wondered stupidly if the stars renmained visible there in the
daylight as they did in a well | had | owered nyself into once as a child
in Villefranche-sur-SaSne.

"Here,' said Beta. It was the first word uttered in many hours and was
barely audi ble over the roar of the river. The Three Score and Ten
st opped where they were and stood notionless. | collapsed to ny knees

and fell on ny side. There was no possibility that | could clinb that
stairway we had just descended. Not in a day. Not in a week. Perhaps

never. | closed ny eyes to sleep but the dull fuel of nervous tension
continued to burn inside nme. | |ooked out across the floor of the
ravine. The river here was wider than | had anticipated, at |east
seventy neters across, and the noise of it was beyond nmere noise; | felt

that | was being consuned by a great beast's roar

| sat up and stared at a patch of darkness in the opposing cliff wall

It was a shadow darker than the shadows, nore regular than the serrated
pat chwork of buttresses and crevices and colums that nottled the face
of the cliff. it was a perfect square of darkness, at least thirty
nmeters to a side. A door or hole in the cliff wall. | struggled to ny
feet and | ooked downriver along the wall we had just descended; yes, it
was there. The other entrance, the one toward which Beta and the others
even now were wal king, was faintly visible in the starlight.

| had found an entrance to Hyperion's |abyrinth.

'"Did you know that Hyperion was one of the nine |abyrinthine worlds?"
soneone had asked me on the dropship. Yes, it was the young priest



naned Hoyt. | had said yes and dismissed the fact. | was interested in
the Bikura - actually nore in the self-inflicted pain of my own exile -
not the labyrinths or their buil ders.

Ni ne worl ds have labyrinths. N ne out of a hundred seventy-six
Webwor | ds and anot her two hundred-sone col onial and protectorate

pl anets. N ne worlds out of eight thousand or nore worlds explored -
however cursorily - since the Hegira.

There are planetary archaeohi storians who devote their lives to the
study of the labyrinths. Not |I. | had always found thema sterile
topic, vaguely unreal. Now | wal ked toward one with the Three Score and
Ten as the Kans River roared and vi brated and threatened to douse our
torches with its spray.

The | abyrinths were dug ... tunneled ... <created nore than three
quarters of a mllion standard years ago. The details were inevitably
the sane, their origins inevitably unsoived.

Labyrinthine worlds are always Earthlike, at least to 7.9 on the Sol nev
Scal e, always circling a Gtype star, and yet always restricted to

worl ds that are tectonically dead, nore Iike Mars than O d Earth. The
tunnel s thensel ves are set deep- usually a mnimum of ten kil ometers but
often as deep as thirty - and they cataconb the crust of the planet. On
Svoboda, not far from Pacem s system over eight hundred thousand

kil ometers of |abyrinth have been expl ored by renotes.

The tunnels on each world are thirty neters square and carved by some
technol ogy still not available to the Hegemony. | read once in an
archaeol ogi cal journal that Kenp-HS!tzer and Winstein had postul ated a
"fusion tunneler' that would explain the perfectly snoboth walls and | ack
of tailings, but their theory did not explain where the Builders or

t heir machi nes had come fromor why they had devoted centuries to such
an apparently aim ess engineering task. Each of the |abyrinthine
wor | ds- including Hyperion- has been probed and researched. Nothing has
ever been found. No signs of

excavation machinery, no rusting mners' helnets, not a single piece of
shattered plastic or decomposing stinstick wapper. Researchers have
not even identified entrance and exit shafts. No suggestion of heavy
netal s or precious ores has been sufficient to explain such a nonunenta
effort. No legend or artifact of the Labyrinth Builders has survived.
The nystery had mildly intrigued me over the years but never concerned
ne.

Until now.

We entered the tunnel mouth. It was not a perfect square. FErosion and
gravity had turned the perfect tunnel into a rough cave for a hundred
neters into the cliff wall. Beta stopped just where the tunnel floor

grew smoot h and extingui shed his torch. The other Bikura did |ikew se.

It was very dark. The tunnel had turned enough to bl ock out any
starlight that might have entered. | had been in caves before. Wth
the torches extinguished, | did not expect ny eyes to adapt to the
near-total darkness.



But they did.

Wthin thirty seconds | began to sense a roseate glow, dimat first,
then ever richer until the cave was brighter than the canyon had been
brighter than Pacem under the glow of its triune noons. The |ight cane
froma hundred sources- a thousand sources. | was able to make out the
nature of these sources just as the Bi kura dropped reverently to their
knees.

The cave walls and ceiling were encrusted with crosses ranging in size
froma fewmllineters to alnost a neter Iong. Each glowed with a deep
pink [ight of its own.

Invisible in the torchlight, these gl ow ng crosses now suffused the
tunnel with light. | approached one enbedded in the wall nearest ne.
Thirty or so centineters across, it pulsed with a soft, organic flow
This was not sonething that had been carved out of stone or attached to
the wall; it was definitely organic, definitely alive, resenbling soft
coral. It was slightly warmto the touch

There canme the slightest whisper of sound - no, not sound, a disturbance
in the cool air, perhaps - and 1 turned in tinme to see sonething enter
t he chanber.

The Bi kura were still kneeling, their heads down, eyes | owered.
remai ned standing. M gaze never left the thing which noved anong the
kneel i ng Bi kura.

It was vaguely man-shaped but in no way human. It stood at |east three
neters tall. Even when it was at rest, the silvered surface of the
thing seened to shift and flow |like nmercury suspended in mdair. The
reddi sh glow fromthe crosses set into the tunnel walls reflected from
sharp surfaces and glinted on the curved nmetal blades protruding from
the thing's forehead, four wists, oddly jointed el bows, knees, arnored

back, and thorax. It flowed between the kneeling Bi kura, and when it
ext ended four |ong arns, hands extended but fingers clicking into place
like chrome scal pels, | was absurdly rem nded of Hi s Holiness on Pacem

of fering a benediction to the faithful
| had no doubt that | was |ooking at the | egendary Shrike.

At that nonment | nust have noved or made a sound, for large red eyes
turned my way and | found nyself hypnotized by the dance of light within
the nmultifaceted prisms there: not nerely reflected light but a fierce,
bl ood- bri ght gl ow which seened to burn within the creature's barbed
skull and pulse in the terrible gens set where God neant eyes to be.

Then it moved ... or, rather, it did not nove but ceased being there
and was here, leaning less than a nmeter fromme, its oddly jointed arns
encircling me in a fence of body-blades and liquid silver steel. Panting
hard but unable to take a breath, | saw my own reflection, face white
and distorted, dancing across the surface of the thing's netallic shel
and burni ng eyes.

| confess that | felt sonething closer to exaltation than fear
Sonet hi ng i nexplicabl e was happening. Forged in Jesuit |ogic and
tenpered in the cold bath of science, !



neverthel ess understood at that second the anci ent obsession of the
Cod-fearing for another kind of fear: the thrill of exorcism the

m ndl ess whirl of Dervish possession, the puppet-dance ritual of Tarot,
and the al nost erotic surrender of sance, speaking in tongues, and Zen
Gnostic trance. | realized at that instant just

how surely the affirmation of denmons or the summoni ng of Satan sonehow
can affirmthe reality of their nystic antithesis - the God of Abraham

Thi nki ng none of this but feeling all of it, | awaited the enbrace of
the Shrike with the inmperceptible trenble of a virgin bride.

I't di sappeared.

There was no thunderclap, no sudden snell of brinstone, not even a
scientifically sound inrush of air. One second the thing was there,
surrounding me with its beautiful certainty of sharp-edged death, and
the next instant it was gone.

Nunbed, | stood there and blinked as Al pha rose and approached ne in the
Bosch-tinted gloom He stood where the Shrike had stood, his own arns
extended in a pathetic imtation of the deadly perfection | had just

wi t nessed, but there was no sign on Al pha's bland, Bikura face that he
had seen the creature. He nade an awkward, open-handed gesture which
seened to include the labyrinth, cave wall, and scores of gl ow ng
crosses enbedded there.

"Cruciform' said Al pha. The Three Score and Ten rose, cane closer, and

knelt again. | |ooked at their placid faces in the soft |ight and
al so knelt.
"You will follow the cross all of your days,' said Al pha, and his voice

carried the cadence of litany. The rest of the Bikura repeated the
statenment in a tone just short of a chant.

"You wRI'  be of the cruciformall of your days,' said Al pha, and as the
others repeated this he reached out and pulled a small cruciform away
fromthe cave wall. It was not nore than a dozen centinmeters |ong and
it cane awmay fromthe wall with the faintest of snaps. Its gl ow faded
even as | watched. Alpha renpbved a snmall thong fromhis robe, tied it
around snmal | knobs at the top of the cruciform and held the cross above
ny head. ' You

will be of the cruciformnow and forever,' he said

"Now and forever,' echoed the Bikura.

"Anen, ' | whispered.

Beta signaled that | should open the front of ny robe

Al pha | owered the-small cross until it hung around mny

neck. It eit cool against nmy chest; the back of it was perfectly flat,
perfectly snooth.



The Bi kura stood and wandered toward the cave entrance, apparently

apathetic and indifferent once again. | watched them | eave and then
gingerly touched the cross, lifted and inspected it. The cruciformwas
cool, inert. If it had truly been living a few seconds earlier, it

showed no sign of it now It continued to feel nore |ike coral than
crystal or rock; there was no sign of any adhesive material on the
snooth back of it. | specul ated on photochem cal effects that would
have created the lum nescent quality. | speculated on natural phos-
phors, biolum nescence, and on the chances that evol ution would shape
such things. | speculated on what, if anything, their presence here had
to do with the Iabyrinth and on the aeons necessary to raise this

pl ateau so the river and canyon could slice through one of the tunnels.
| speculated on the basilica and its nakers, on the Bikura, on the

Shri ke, and on nyself. Eventually |I ceased specul ating and cl osed ny
eyes to pray.

When | energed fromthe cave, the cruciformcool against ny chest under
the robe, the Three Score and Ten were .obviously ready to begin the
three-kilometer clinb up the staircase. | |ooked up to' see a pale slash
of nmorning sky between the walls of the Ceft.

"No!" | shouted, ny voice al nbst |ost against the roar of the river. 'l
need rest. Rest!" | sank to nmy knees on the sand but half a dozen of

t he Bi kura approached, pulled ne gently to ny feet, and noved nme toward
the staircase

| tried, the Lord knows that | tried, but two or three hours into the
climb I felt my legs give way and | coll apsed, sliding across the rock
unable to stop ny six-hundred-meter fall to the rocks and river. 1
renmenber grasping at the cruciformunder the thick robe and then half a
dozen hands stopped ny slide, lifted ne, carried ne. Then |I renenber no
nore.

Until this morning. 1 woke to a sunrise pouring |ight through the
opening of my hut. | wore only the robe and a touch assured nme that the
cruciformwas still hanging fromits fibrous thong. As |I watched the
sun lift over the

forest, | realized that |I had |ost a day, that somehow 1 had sl ept

t hrough not only nmy ascent up that endl ess staircase (how could these
little people carry ne two and a half vertical kiloneters?) but through
t he next day and night as well -

| 1ooked around ny hut. M com og and ot her recordi ng devices were
gone. Only ny nedscanner and a few packets of anthropol ogical software
nmade usel ess by the destruction of my other equipnent remai ned. | shook
ny head and went up to the streamto wash.

The Bi kura appeared to be sleeping. Now that | had participated in
their ritual and 'becone of the cruciform' they seemed to have | ost

interest in me. As 1 stripped to bathe, | decided to take no interest
inthem | decided that | would | eave as soon as | was strong enough.
would find a way around the flanme forests if necessary. | could descend
the staircase and followthe Kans if | had to. | knew nore than ever

that word of these mracul ous artifacts had to be brought to the outside
wor | d.



| pulled off the heavy robe, stood pale and shivering in the norning
light, and went to Iift the small cruciformfromny chest.

It did not come off.

It lay there as if it were part of nmy flesh. | pulled, scraped, and
tore at the thong until it snapped and fell away. | clawed at the
cross-shaped lunp on nmy chest. It did not come off. It was as if ny

fl esh had sealed itself around the edges of the cruciform Except for
the scratches fromny fingernails, there was no pain or physica
sensation in the cruci formor surrounding flesh, only sheer terror in ny
soul at the thought of this thing attached to me. After the first rush
of panic subsided, 1 sat a minute and then hastily pulled on nmy robe and
ran back to the village.

My knife was gone, ny nmser, scissors, razor - everything that m ght
have hel ped me peel back the growh on ny chest. M nails |left bloody
tracks across the red welt and my chest. Then | remenbered the
medscanner. 1 passed the transceiver over ny chest, read the diskey
di spl ay, shook ny head in dishbelief, and then ran an entire body scan
After a while | keyed in a request for hard copies of the scan results
and sat notionless for a very long tine..

| sit here now holding the i mage wafers. The cruciformis quite visible
on both the sonic and k-cross images .. as are the internal fibers
that spread like thin tentacles, |ike roots, throughout ny body.

Excess ganglia radiate froma thick nucl eus above nmy sternumto
filaments everywhere- a nightmare of nematodes. As well as | can tel
with ny sinple field scanner, the nematodes termi nate in the anygdal a
and other basal ganglia in each cerebral hem sphere. M tenperature,
net aboli sm and !ynphocyte | evel are nornal

There has been no invasion of foreign tissue.

According to the scanner, the nematodic filanments are the result of
extensive but sinple netastasis. According to the scanner, the
cruciformitself is conposed of familiar tissue... the DNA is mne

I amof the cruciform
Day 116:

Each day | pace the confines of my cage - the flane - forests to the
south and east, the forested ravines to the northeast, and the Ceft to
the north and west. The Three Score and Ten will not |let nme descend
into the Cleft beyond the basilica. The cruciformwill not let ne get
nore than ten kiloneters fromthe Ceft.

At first | could not believe this. | had resolved to enter the flane
forests, trusting to luck and to God's help to see nme through. But |
had gone no nore than two kilonmeters into the fringes of the forest when

pain struck me in the chest and arms and head. | was sure that !-was
havi ng a massive heart attack. But as soon as i turned back toward the
Cleft the synptons ceased. | experinmented for sonme tine and the results

were invariably the sanme. Wenever | ventured deeper into the flane
forest, away fromthe Cleft, the pain would return and increase in



severity until | turned back.
| begin to understand other things. 'Yesterday |
happened across the weckage of the original seedship shuttle as |

explored to the north. Only a rusted, vine-enneshed weck of' netal
remai ns anmong the rocks at the edge of the flane forest near the ravine.

But crouching anong the exposed alloy ribs of the ancient craft, | could
i magi ne the rejoicing of the seventy survivors, their short voyage to
the Cleft, their eventual discovery of the basilica, and ... and what?

Conj ectures beyond that point are usel ess, but suspicions remain.
Tonmorrow | will attenpt another physical exam of one of the Bikura.
Perhaps now that | am'of the cruciform they will allowit.

Each day | do a reedscan of nyself. The nematodes renmmin - perhaps

t hi cker, perhaps not. | amconvinced that they are purely parasitic
al t hough ny body has shown no signs of this. | peer at ny face in the
pool near the waterfall and see only the same |ong, agi ng countenance
that | have learned to dislike in recent years: This niorning, while
gazing at nmy image in the water, | opened ny nmouth wi de, half thinking
that | would see gray filaments and nemat ode clusters growing fromthe
roof of my nmouth and the back of nmy throat. There was nothing.

Day 1iT:

The Bi kura are sexless. Not celibate or hernma-phroditic or undevel oped
- sexless. They are as devoid of external or internal genitalia as a
child's flowfoamdoll. There is no evidence that the penis or testes or
conpar abl e femal e organs have atrophied or been surgically altered.
There is no sign that they ever existed.

Uine is conducted through a primtive urethra termnating in a snal
chanmber contiguous with the anus - a sort of crude cl oaca.

Beta all owed the exam nation. The reedscanner confirmed what ny eyes

woul d not believe. Del and Theta al so agreed to be scanned. | have
absol utely no doubt that the rest of the Three Score and Ten are equal ly
sexl ess. There is no sign that they have been... altered.

i woul d suggest that they had all been born that way but from what kind
of parents?. And how do these sexless |unps of hunman clay plan to
reproduce? It nust be tied in with the cruciformin sone way.

VWen | was finished with their nedscans | stripped and studi ed nysel f.
The cruciformrises fromny chest |ike pink scar tissue, but | amstil
a man.

For how | ong?

Day 133:

Al pha is dead.

| was with himthree nornings ago when he fell. W were about three
kil ometers east, hunting for chalm tubers in the | arge boul ders near

the edge of the Ceft. It had been raining nost of the past two days
and the rocks were quite slippery. | looked up fromm own scranbling



just intine to see Alpha lose his footing and go sliding down a broad
slab of stone, over the edge. He did not shout. The only sound was the
rasp of his robe against the rock, followed several seconds |ater by the
si ckeni ng dropped-nel on sound of his body striking a | edge eighty neters
bel ow.

It took ne an hour to find a route down to him Even before | began the
treacherous descent | knew it was too late to help. But it was ny duty.

Al pha's body was hal f wedged between two | arge rocks. He nust have died
instantly; his arms and | egs were splintered and the right side of his
skul | had been crushed. Blood and brain tissue clung to the wet rock
like the refuse of a sad picnic. | wept as | stood over the little
body. | do not know why | wept, but | did. And as | wept |
adm ni stered Extreme Unction and prayed that God woul d accept the sou

of this poor, sexless little person. Later | wapped the body in vines,
| aboriously clinbed the eighty neters of cliff, and - pausing frequently
to pant with exhaustion- pulled the broken corpse up to ne.

There was little interest as | carried the body of Al pha into the Bi kura
village. Eventually Beta and half a dozen

ot hers wandered over to stare down indifferently at the corpse. No one
asked me how he had died. After a few mnutes the small crowd
di spersed.

Later |'carried Al pha' s body to the pronontory where | had buried Tuk so
many weeks earlier. | was digging the shallow grave with a flat stone
when Gamma appeared. The Bikura's eyes w dened and for a brief second

t hought | saw enotion cross those bland features.

"What are you doi ng?" asked Ganma.

"Burying him" | was too tired to say nore. | |eaned against a thick
chal ma root and rested.

"No." It was a command. 'He is of the cruciform™

| stared as Gamma turned and wal ked quickly back to the village. Wen
the Bi kura was gone, | pulled off the crude fiber tarp | had draped over
t he corpse.

Al pha was, wi thout any doubt, truly dead. It no longer mattered to him
or the universe whether he was of the cruciformor not. The fall had
stripped himof nost of his clothes and all of his dignity. The right
side of his skull had been cracked and enptied |like a breakfast egg.

One eye stared sightlessly toward Hyperion's sky through a thickening
filmwhile the other |ooked out lazily fromunder a drooping lid. His
rib cage had been splintered so thoroughly that shards of bone protruded
fromhis flesh. Both arns were broken and his left |eg had been twi sted
al nost off. | had used the nedscanner to performa perfunctory autopsy
and it had reveal ed nassive internal injuries; even the poor devil's
heart had been pul ped by the force of the fall

| reached out and touched the cold flesh. R gor nortis was setting in
My fingers brushed across the cross-shaped welt on his chest and



qui ckly pulled. ny hand

away. The cruciformwas warm

'Stand away. "

| looked up to see Beta and the rest of the Bikura standing there. |
had no doubt that they would murder ne in a second if | did not nove
away fromthe corpse.

As | did so, an idiotically frightened part of ny m nd noted that the
Three Score and Ten were now the Three Score and Nine. It seened funny

at the tine.

The Bikura lifted the body and noved back toward the village. Beta
| ooked at the sky, |ooked at me, and said:

"It is alnpbst time. You will cone."

W went down into the Cleft. The body was carefully tied into a basket
of vines and | owered with us.

The sun was not yet illumnating the interior of the basilica when they
set Al pha's corpse on the broad altar and renoved his remaining rags.

I do not know what | expected next - sone ritual act of cannibalism

per haps. Nothing would have surprised ne. Instead, one of the Bikura
rai sed his arns, just as the first shafts of colored |light entered the
basilica, and intoned, 'You will follow the cross all of your days."
The Three Score and N ne knelt and repeated the sentence. | renained
standing. | did not speak.

"You will be of the cruciformall of your days,' said the little Bikura

and the basilica echoed to the chorus of voices repeating the phrase.
Light the color and texture of clotting blood threw a huge shadow of the
cross on the far wall

"You will be of the cruciformnow and forever and ever,' cane the chant
as the wi nds rose outside and the organ pipes of the canyon wailed with
the voice of a tortured child.

VWen the Bi kura stopped chanting | did not whisper 'Aren." | stood there
while the others turned and left with the sudden, total indifference of
spoi l ed children who have lost interest in their gane.

"There is no reason to stay,' said Beta when the others had gone.

"I want to,' | said, expecting a command to | eave. Beta turned without
so nmuch as a shrug and left nme there. The light dinmed. | went outside
to watch the sun set and when | returned it had begun

Once, years ago in school, | saw a time-lapse holo show ng the
deconposition of a kangaroo nouse. A week's slow work of nature's
recycling had been accelerated to thirty seconds of horror. There was
t he sudden, al nbst comic bloating of the little corpse, then the
stretching of flesh into | esions, followed by the sudden



appear ance of maggots in the nouth, eyes, and open sores, and finally

t he sudden and i ncredi bl e corkscrew cl eani ng of neat fromthe bones-
there is no other phrase that fits the inage- as the pack of naggots
spiraled right to left, head to tail, in a tine-lapsed helix of carrion
consunption that |eft behind nothing but bones and gristle and hide.

Now it was a man's body | watched.

| stopped and stared, the last of the light fading quickly. There was
no sound in the echoing silence of the basilica except for the pounding
of my pulse in ny own ears. | stared as Alpha's corpse 'first tw tched
and then visibly vibrated, alnost !'evitating off the altar in the
spastic viol ence of sudden deconposition. For a few seconds the
cruciformseened to increase in size and deepen in color, glowing as red

as raw neat, and | inagined then that |I caught a glinpse of the network
of filanents and nemat odes hol ding the disintegrating body together |ike
metal fibers in a sculptor's nmelting nodel. Theflesh fl owed.

| stayed in the basilica that night. The area around the altar renmained
it by the glow of the cruciformon Al pha's chest. Wen the corpse
noved the |ight woul d cast strange shadows on the walls.

| did not |leave the basilica until Al pha left on the third day, but nost
of the visible changes had taken place by the end of that first night.
The body of the Bikura | had naned . Al pha was broken down and rebuilt as
1 watched. The corpse t.hat was |left was not quite Al pha and not quite
not Al pha, but it was intact. The face was a flowfoamdo!l's face,
snoot h and unlined, features stanped in a slight smle. At sunrise of

the third day, i saw the corpse's chest begin to rise and fall and
heard the first intake of breath- a rasp |ike water being poured into a
| eat her pouch. Shortly before noon | |eft

the basilica to clinb the vines.
| followed Al pha

He has not spoken, will not reply. H s eyes have a fixed, unfocused
| ook and occasionally he pauses as if he hears distant voices calling.

No one paid attention to us when we returned to the

village. Al pha went to a hut and sits there now 1 sit in mne. A
m nute ago | opened ny robe and ran ny fingers across the welt of the
cruciform It lies benignly under the flesh of ny chest. Witing.

Day 140:

| amrecovering fromny wounds and the | oss of blood. It cannot be cut
out with a sharpened stone.

It does not like pain. | lost consciousness |ong before the pain or
| oss of blood demanded it. Each time | awoke and resuned cutting,
woul d be made to pass out. It does not |ike pain.

Day 158:



Al pha speaks some now. He seens duller, slower, and only vaguely aware
of me (or anyone el se) but he eats and noves. He appears to recognize
me to sone extent.

The reedscanner shows the heart and internal organs of a young nan -
per haps of a boy of sixteen

I must walt about another Hyperion nmonth and ten days-about fifty days
inall- until the flame fores becone quiet enough for ne to try to walk
out, pain or no pain. W wll see who can stand the nost

pai n.
Day 173:
Anot her deat h.

The one called WIIl - the one with the broken finger - had been nissing
for a week. Yesterday the Bi kura went several kil oneters northeast as
if following a beacon, and found the renains near the great ravine.

Evidently a branch had snapped while he was clinbing to grasp sone
¢hal ma fronds. Death nmust have been instantaneous when he broke his
neck, but it is where he fell that is inportant. The body - if one
could call it

that - was |ying between two great nud cones narking the burrows of the
large red insects that Tuk called fire mntises. Carpet beetles night
have been a nore apt phrase. |In the past few days the insects had
stripped the c6rpse clean to the bone. Little was left to be found
except the skeleton, some random shreds of tissue and tendon, and the
cruciform- still attached to the rib cage |ike sone splendid cross
packed in the sarcophagus of a | ong-dead pope.

It is terrible, but | cannot help but feel sonme small sense of triunph
beneat h the sadness. There is no way thai the cruciformcan regenerate
sonet hing out of these bare bones; even the terrible illogic of this
accursed parasite must respect the inperative of the |law of conservation
of mass. The Bikura | called WII has died the true death. The Three
Score and Ten truly are the Three Score and Nine fromthis tine on.

Day 174:
| ama fool.
Today | inquired about WIIl, about his dying the true death. | was

curious at the lack of reaction fromthe Bi kura. They had retrieved the
cruciformbut left the skeleton lying where they had found it; there was
no attenpt to carry the remains to the basilica. During the night | had
becorme concerned that | would be made to fill the roll of the m ssing
nmenber of the Three Score and Ten. 'It is very sad,' | said, 'that one
of you has died the true death. What is to becone to the Three Score
and Ten?"

Beta stared'at nme. 'He cannot die the true death,' said the bald little
androgyny. 'He is of the cruciform™



Sonewhat |ater, while continuing ny nedscans of the tribe, | discovered
the truth. The one 1 have tagged as Theta | ooks the sane and acts the
sanme, but now carries two crucifornms enbedded in his flesh. | have no
doubt that this is one Bikura who will tend toward corpul ence in com ng
years, swelling and ripening |ike some obscene E coli cell in a petr

di sh. Wen he/she/it dies, two will |leave the tomb and the Three Score
and Ten will be conplete once nore.

| believe | am goi ng nad.

Day 195:

Weeks of studying the damm parasite and still no clue as to how it
functions. W rse, | no longer care. Wat | care about now is nore
i mportant.

Wiy has GOd al |l owed this obscenity?
Wiy have the Bi kura been punished this way?
Wiy was | chosen to suffer their fate?

| ask these questions in nightly prayers but | hear no answers, only the
bl ood song of the wind fromthe Ceft.

Day 214:

The | ast ten pages should have covered all of my field notes and
techni cal conjectures. This will be ny last entry before attenpting the
qui escent flame forest in the norning.

There is no doubt that | have discovered the ultinmate in stagnant human
soci eties. The Bikura have realized the human dream of immortality and
have paid for it with their humanity and their imortal souls.

Edouard, | have spent-so many hours westling with ny faith - ny lack of
faith - but now, in this fearful corner of an all but forgotten world,
riddied as | amwth this | oathsome parasite, | have sonehow

redi scovered a strength of belief the likes of which | have not known
since you and | were boys. | now understand the need for faith- pure,
blind, fly-in-the-face-of-reason faith- as a small life preserver in the
wi Il d and endl ess sea of a universe ruled by unfeeling laws and totally
indifferent to the small, reasoning beings that inhabit it.

Day after day | have tried to |leave the Ceft area and day after day |
have suffered pain so terrible that it has beconme a tangi ble part of ny
world, like the too snal

sun or the green and |lapis sky. Pain has become nmy ally, ny guardian
angel, ny remaining link with humanity.

The cruci form does not like pain. Nor do | but, like the cruciform |
amwilling to use it to serve ny purposes.

And | will do so consciously, not instinctively |ike the m ndl ess nass
of alien tissue enbedded in ne. This thing only seeks a m ndl ess
avoi dance of death by any neans.



| do not wish to die, but I welcone pain and death rather than an
eternity of mindless life. Life is sacred - | still '"hold to that as a
core element of the Church's thought and teachings these past
twenty-ei ght hundred years when |ife has been so cheap - but even nore
sacred i s the soul

| realize now that what | was trying to do with the Armaghast data was
of fer the Church not a rebirth but only a transition to a false life

such as these poor wal ki ng corpses inhabit. |If the Church is neant to
die, it nmust do so - but do so gloriously, in the full know edge of its
rebirth in Christ. It nust go into the darkness not willingly but wel
- bravely and firmof faith - like the mllions who have gone before us,

keeping faith with all those generations facing death in the isolated
sil ence of death canps and nuclear fireballs and cancer wards and
pogrons, going into the darkness, if not hopefully, then prayerfully
that there is sone reason for it all, sonething worth the price of al
that pain, all those sacrifices.

Al those before us have gone into the darkness w thout assurance of
logic or fact or persuasive theory, with only a slender thread of hope
or the all too shakable conviction of faith. And if they have been able
to sustain that slimhope in the face of darkness, then so nust |... and
so nmust the Church

I no longer believe that any surgery or treatnent can cure ne of this
thing that infests ne, but if soneone can separate it and study it and
destroy it, even at the cost of nmy death, | will be well satisfied.

The flame forests are as quiet as they will ever be. To bed now |
| eave before dawn.

Day. 215:
There is no way out.

Fourteen kil oneters into the forest. Stray fires and bursts of current,
but penetrable. Three weeks of wal ki ng woul d have got me through

The cruciformw |l not |let ne go.

The pain was like a heart attack that woul d not stop

Still | staggered forward, stunbling and crawling through the ash.
Eventually | |ost consciousness. Wwen | cane to | was crawing toward
the Cleft. | would turn away, walk a kilometer, craw fifty neters,

then | ose consci ousness agai n and awakeback where | had started.
Al day this insane battle for nmy body went on.

Before sunset the Bikura entered the forest, found ne

five kiloneters fromthe Ceft, and carried me back.

Dear Jesus, why have you let this be?

There is no hope now unl ess soneone cones | ooking for ne.



Day 223:
Again the attenpt. Again the pain. Again the failure.
Day257:

| am sixty-eight standard years old today. Wrk goes on with the chape
| am buil di ng near the Ceft.

Attenpted to descend to the river yesterday but was turned back by Beta
and four others.

Day 280:

One | ocal year on Hyperion. One year in purgatory.

O is it hell?

Day311:

Wor ki ng on quarrying stones on the | edges bel ow the shelf where the
chapel is going up and | nade the discovery today: the arrestor rods.
The Bi kura nust have thrown them over the edge when they nurdered Tuk

that night two hundred and twenty-three days ago.

These rods would allow nme to penetrate the flame forest at any tinme if

the cruciformwould allowit. But it will not. |If only they had not
destroyed nmy medkits with the painkillers! But still, sitting here
hol di ng the rods today, | have an idea.

My crude experinents with the medscanner have conti nued.

Two weeks ago when Theta broke his leg in three places, | observed the
reaction of the cruciform The parasite did its best to block the pain
Theta was unconsci ous nuch of the tinme and his body was produci ng

i ncredi bl e quantities of endorphins. But the break was a very painfu
one and after four days the Bi kura slashed Theta's throat and took his
body to the basilica. It was easier for the cruciformto resurrect his
corpse than to tolerate such pain over a long period. But before his
nmurder ny scanner showed an appreciable retreat of the cruciform

nemat odes from sone parts of the central nervous system

| do not know if it would be possible to inflict on oneself - or to
tolerate - levels of nonlethal pain sufficient to drive the cruciform
out conpletely, but I amsure of one thing: the Bi kura would not all ow
it.

Today | sit on the | edge below the hal f-finished chapel and | consider
possibilities.

Day 438:
The chapel is finished. It is nmy life's work.

Toni ght, when the Bikura went down into the Ceft for their daily parody
of worship, | said Mass at the altar of the newy erected chapel. | had



baked the bread fromchalma flour and | amsure that it nust have tasted
of that bland, yellow leaf, but to ne the taste was exactly |like that of
the first Host | had partaken of during ny first Holy Conmunion in

Vill efranche-sur-Sa/}ne some sixty standard years earlier

In the nmorning 1 will do what | have planned. Everything is in
readi ness: ny journals and the nedscan wafers will be in the pouch of
woven bestos fibers. That is the best | can do.

The consecrated wine was only water, but in the dimlight of sunset it
| ooked bl ood red and tasted of comruni on wi ne.

The trick will be to penetrate deep enough into the flame forest. |

will have to trust that there is enough incipient activity in and from
the tesla trees even during the quiet periods.

Goodbye, Edouard. | doubt if you are still alive, and should you be, 1
see no way that we could be reunited, separated aswe are not only by
years of distance but by a much wider gulf in the formof a cross. MW
hope of seeing you again shall not be placed on this |ife but on the one
to come. Strange to hear nme speak like this again, is it not? | nust
tell you, Edouard, that after all these decades of uncertainty, and with
great fear of what lies ahead, my heart and soul are nonethel ess at
peace.

Ch, ny God,

| am heartily sorry for having offended Thee, And | detest all ny sins,
Because of the |oss of heaven And the pains of hell

But nmost of all because | have offended Thee, My God,
VWho art all good

And deserving of all ny love."

I firmMy resolve with the help of Thy grace to
confess nmy sins, to do penance,

And to anend ny life,

Amren.

2400 hours:

The sunset comnes through the open chapel w ndow and bathes the altar,
the crudely carved chalice, and ne

inlight. The wind fromthe Ceft rises in the |last such chorus that -
with luck and God's nercy - | will ever hear

"That is the final entry,' said Lenar Hoyt.
When th priest quit reading, the six pilgrins at the table raised their

faces toward himas if they were awakening froma common dream The
Consul gl anced upward and saw that Hyperion was much closer now, filling



a third of the sky, banishing the stars with its cold radi ance.

"I arrived some ten weeks after. 1 had |ast seen Father Dur6,"’
continued Father Hoyt. His voice was a hoarse rasp. 'More than eight
years had passed on Hyperion .. seven years since the last entry in
Father Dul's journal." The priest was visibly in pain now, his face
paled to a sick !um nescence and filnmed with perspiration

"Wthin a nmonth | found nmy way to Perecebo Plantation upriver from Port
Romance,' he continued, forcing sone strength into his voice. 'MWy
assunption was that the fiberplastic growers mght tell ne the truth
even if they would have nothing to do with the consul ate or Hone Rul e
Authorities. | was right. The adm nistrator at Perecebo, a man naned
Olandi, remenbered Father Dur, as did Olandi's new wife, the woman
naned Senfa whom Father Dur6 mentioned in his journals.

The plantation nmanager had tried to nount several rescue operations onto
t he Pl ateau, but an unprecedented series of active seasons in the flane

forests had made them abandon their attenpts. After several years they

had gi ven up hope that Dur or their man Tuk could still be alive.

"Nonet hel ess, Orlandi recruited two expert bush pilots to fly a rescue
expedition up the Cleft in tw plantation skimers. W stayed in the
Cleft itself for as long as we could, trusting to terrain-avoi dance
instruments and luck to get us to Bikura country. Even wth bypassing
nost of the flane forest that way, we |ost one of the skimrers and four
people to tesla activity."

Fat her Hoyt paused and swayed slightly. Gipping the

edge of the table to steady hinself, he cleared his throat and said,
"There's little else to tell. W located the Bikura village. There
were seventy of them each as stupid and unconmuni cative as Dur's notes
had suggest ed.

I managed to ascertain fromthemthat Father Dur6 had died while trying
to penetrate the flame forest. The bestos pouch had survived and in it
we found his journals and nedical data." Hoyt |ooked at the others a
second and then gl anced down. 'W persuaded themto show us where
Father Dur6 had died,' he said. 'They...

ah... they had not buried him His renmmins were badly burned and
deconposed but conpl ete enough to show us that the intensity of the
tesla charges had destroyed the... the cruciform.. as well as his
body.

"Father Dur6 had died the true death We returned the remains to the
Perecebo Pl antati on where he was buried following a full funeral Mss."
Hoyt took a deep breath. 'Over my strong objections, M Ol and
destroyed the Bikura village and a section of the eft wall with shaped
nucl ear charges he had brought fromthe plantation. | do not believe
that any of the Bikura could have survived. As far as we could tell

the entrance to the | abyrinth and the so-called basilica al so nmust have
been destroyed in the |andslide.

"1 had sustained se/eral injuries during the expedition and thus had to
remain at the plantation for several nonths before returning to the



northern continent and booki ng passage to Pacem No one knows of these
journals or their contents except M Ol andi, Mnsignor Edouard, and
whi chever of his superiors Monsignor Edouard chose to tell. As far as |
know, the Church has issued no declaration relating to the journals of
Fat her Paul Dur6."

Fat her Hoyt had been standing and now he sat. Sweat dripped fromhis
chin and his face was blue-white in the reflected |ight of Hyperion.

"Is that... all?" asked Martin Silenus.

'Yes,' nmnaged Father Hoyt.

"CGentlenen and lady,' said Het Masteen, 'it is late. 1 suggest that you
gat her your |uggage and rendezvous at our friend the Consui's ship on

sphere eleven in thirty

m nutes or sooner. | will be using one of the tree's drop-ships to join
you later."

Most of the group was assenbled in less than fifteen mnutes. The
Tenpl ars had rigged a gangway froma work pier on the interior of the
sphere to the ship's top-tier balcony, and the Consul led the way into
the I ounge as crew cl ones stowed | uggage and departed.

"A fascinating old instrunent,' said Col onel Kassad as he ran one hand
across the top of the Steinway.

' Har psi chor d?"
'"Piano,' said the Consul. 'Pre-Hegira. Are we all here?"
' Everyone except Hoyt,' said Brawne Lania as she.

took a seat in the projection pit.

Het Masteen entered. 'The Hegenbny warshi p has granted perm ssion for
you to descend to Keats's space-port,' said the Captain. He glanced
around. 'l will send a crew nenber to see if M Hoyt needs

assi stance. "

"No,' said the Consul. He nodulated his voice. 'I'd Ilike to get him
Can you tell me the way to his quarters?”

The treeship Captain | ooked at the Consul for a | ong second and then
reached into the folds of his robe. 'Bon voyage,' he said, handing over
a wafer. 'l will see you on the planet, sonetine before our m dnight
departure tine fromthe Shrike's Tenple in Keats."

The Consul bowed. 'It was a pleasure traveling within the protective
branches of the Tree, Het Masteen,' he said fornmally. Turning to the
ot hers, he gestured.

' Pl ease make yoursel ves confortable in the |ounge or the library on the
desk below this. The ship will see to your needs and answer any
guesti ons you m ght have.



W will depart as soon as Father Hoyt and | return."”

The priest's environment pod was hal fway up the treeship, far out on a
secondary branch. As the Consul expected, the com og direction wafer
Het Masteen had given himalso served as a pal m ock override. After
usel ess m nutes tapping the announcer chine and poundi ng on the access
portal, the Consul triggered the override and stepped into the pod.

Fat her Hoyt was on his knees, withing in the center of the grass
carpet. Bedclothes, gear, garnents, and the contents of a standard
nmedkit were strewn on the floor around him He had torn off his tunic
and collar and sweated through his shirt so that it now hung in danp
folds, ripped and tattered where he had cl awed through the fabric.
Hyperion light seeped through the pod wall, naking the bizarre tabl eau
appear to be staged underwater - or, thought the Consul, in a cathedral

Lenar Hoyt's face contorted in agony as his hands raked at his chest.
Muscl es on his exposed forearnms withed like |iving creatures noving
beneath his pale tarp of a skin. 'The injector... nalfunctioned,’
gasped Hoyt. 'Please."

The Consul nodded, comanded the door to close, and knelt next to the
priest. He renoved the useless injector fromHoyt's clenched fist and
ejected the syrette ampule. U tranorphine. The Consul nodded again and
took out an injector fromthe nedkit he had brought fromhis ship. It
took |l ess than five seconds to | oad the ultranorph.

' Pl ease,' begged Hoyt. His whole body spasned. The Consul coul d al nost
see the waves of pain passing through the man.

"Yes,' said the Consul. He took a ragged breath. 'But first the rest
of the story."

Hoyt stared, reached weakly for the injector

Sweating hinmsel f now, the Consul held the instrument just out of reach
"Yes, in a second,' he said. 'After the rest of the story. |It's

i mportant that | know. "

'"Ch, God, sweet Christ,' sobbed Hoyt. 'Please!’

"Yes,' gasped the Consul. 'Yes. As soon as you tell nme the truth."”

Fat her Hoyt coll apsed onto his forearms, breathing in quick pants. 'You
fucki ng bastard,' he gasped. The priest took several deep breaths, held
one until his body quit shaking, and tried to sit up. Wen he | ooked at
the Consul, there was sonething like relief in the naddened

eyes. 'Then... you'll give me... the shot?"

'Yes,' said the Consul

"Al'l right,' Hoyt managed in a sour whisper. 'The

truth. Perecebo Plantation... like | said. W flewin ... wearly

Cctober ... Lycius ... eight years after Dur6 ... disappeared. OCh,
Christ, it hurts! Alcohol and endos don't work at all anynore. Only...



pure ul tranorph..."

"Yes,' whispered the Consul. 'It's ready. As soon as the story is
done. "

The priest |lowered his head. Sweat dripped fromhis cheeks and nose
onto the short grass. The Consul saw the nman's nuscles tense as if he
were going to attack, then another spasm of pain wacked the thin body

and Hoyt sagged forward. ' Skimer wasn't destroyed. .
by tesla. Senfa, two nen, and I... forced down near the Cleft while..
while Ol andi searched upriver. H's skinmer... had to wait while the

[ightning stormdi ed down.

"Bikura came in the night. Killed... killed Senfa, the pilot, the
other man... forget his nane. Left me -.. alive." Hoyt reached for
his crucifix, realized that he had torn it off. He laughed briefly,
stoppi ng before the |laughter turned to sobs. 'They... told ne about
the way of the cross. About the cruciform Told nme about ... the Son

of the Fl anes.

"Next morning, they took ne to see the Son. Took nme -.. to see him"
Hoyt struggl ed upright and clawed at his own cheeks. Hi s eyes were

wi de, the ultranmorph obviously forgotten despite the pain. 'About three
kilometers into the flane forest... big tesla... eighty, a hundred
neters tall, at least. Quiet then, but still alot ... a lot of charge
inthe air. Ash everywhere

'The Bi kura wouldn't... wouldn't go too close. Just knelt there with

t heir goddamed bal d heads bowed. But |... went close... had to. Dear
God... ©Oh, Christ, it was him Dur6. Wat was left of him

"He'd used a | adder to get three ... naybe four neters... up on the

bole of the tree. Built a sort of platform For his feet. Broken the
arrestor rods off...

little nore than spikes ... then sharpened them Mist've used a rock to
drive the I ong one through his feet into the bestos platformand tree.

"His left arm.. he'd pounded the stake between the

radius and ulna ... mnissed veins ... just |ike the goddammed Ronans.
Very secure as long as his skeleton was intact. Oher hand... right
hand... pal m down.

He'd driven the spike first. Sharpened both ends. Then - . . inpaled

his right hand. Sonehow bent the spike over. Hook
'Ladder'd fallen... long ago... but it was bestos.

Hadn't burned. Used it to clinmb up to him Everything' d burned away

years ago... clothes, skin, top layers of flesh... but the bestos
pouch was still around his neck
'The all oy spikes still conducted current even when -.. | could see

it... feel it... surging through what was |eft of the body.



"It still |ooked like Paul Dur. Inportant. | told Mnsignor. No skin

Fl esh raw or boiled away. Nerves and things visible... [like gray and
yellow roots. Christ, the smell. But it still |ooked |ike Paul Dur
"i understood then. Understood it all. Sonehow. ..

even before reading the journals. Understood he'd been hangi ng there..

oh, dear God... seven years Living.
Dying- The cruciform. . . forcing himto live again
Electricity ... surging through himevery second of those ... those

Seven years. Flanes. Hunger. Pain.

Death. But sonehow the goddammed... cruciform..

I eeching substance fromthe tree maybe, the air, what was left...
rebui l ding what it could... forcing himto live, to feel the pain, over

and over and over...

' '"But he won. Pain was his ally. ©Onh, Jesus, not a few hours on the
tree and then the spear and rest, but seven years!

"But . . . he won. Wen | renoved the pouch, the cruciformon his
chest fell away also. Just... fell right off... |long, bloody roots.
Then the thing... the thing I'd been sure was a corpse ." t he man

rai sed its head.

No eyelids. Eyes baked white. Lips gone. But it |ooked at nme and
smled. He smiled. And he died. . . really died... there in ny
arms. The ten thousandth time, but real this time. He smiled at ne and
died."

Hoyt stopped, comruned in silence with his own pain, and then continued

bet ween bouts of clenching his teeth. 'Bikura took ne... back to..
Ceft Olandi

cane the next day. Rescued ne. He... Senfa... 1 couldn't... he
iasered the village, burned the Bi kura where they stood |ike stupid
sheep. | didn't... didn't argue with him | |aughed- Dear God,
forgive ne.

O landi nuked the site with shaped charges they used to .. to clear
the jungle-.. fiberplastic matrix."

Hoyt | ooked directly at the Consul and nade a contorted gesture with his
right hand. 'The painkillers worked all right at first. But every
year... every day ... got worse. Even in fugue... the pain. | would
have had to come back anyway. How could he . . . seven years! Oh,
Jesus,' said Father Hoyt and clawed at the carpet.

The Consul noved quickly, injecting the full anmpul e of ultranorph just
under the arnmpit, catching the priest as he coll apsed, and gently

| owering the unconscious formto the floor. H's vision unclear, the
Consul ripped open Hoyt's sweat-sodden shirt, casting the rags aside.

It was there, of course, lying under the pale skin of Hoyt's chest like



sone great, raw, cross-shaped worm

The Consul took a breath and gently turned the priest over. The second
cruci form was where he had expected to find it, a slightly smaller,
cross-shaped welt between the thin man's shoul der blades. It stirred
slightly as the Consu!'s fingers brushed the fevered fl esh.

The Consul noved slowy but efficiently- packing the priest's

bel ongi ngs, straightening the room dressing the unconscious man with
the gentle care one would use in clothing the body of a dead famly
nmenber .

The Consui's.com og buzzed. 'W need to go,' cane Col onel Kassad's
voi ce.
"W're coming,' replied the Consul. He coded the com og to sunmmon crew

clones to fetch the luggage, but |ifted Father Hoyt hinself. The body
seened to wei gh not hi ng.

The door dil ated open and the Consul stepped out, noving fromthe deep
shadow of the branch into the blue-green glow of the world which filled
t he sky.

Deci di ng what cover story he would tell the others, the Consul paused a
second to |l ook at the sleeping man's face. He glanced up at Hyperion
and then noved on.

Even if the gravity field had been full Earth standard, the Consul knew,
the body in his arms woul d have been no burden

Once a parent to a child now dead, the Consul wal ked on, know ng once
again the sensation of bearing a sl eeping son to bed.

TWO

It had been a warm rainy day in Keats, Hyperion's capi-tai, and even
after the rains stopped a | ayer of clouds noved sl ow and heavy over the
city, filling the air with the salt scent of the ocean twenty kiloneters
to the west.

Toward evening, as the gray daylight was beginning to fade into gray
twilight, a double sonic boom shook the town and then echoed fromthe
single, scul pted peak to the south. The clouds gl owed blue-white. Half
a mnute |ater an ebony spacecraft broke through the overcast and
descended carefully on a tail of fusion flane, its navigation lights
blinki ng red and green agai nst the gray.

At one thousand neters the craft's |anding beacons flared and three
beanms of coherent |ight fromthe space-port north of town | ocked the
ship in a welconmng ruby tripod. The spacecraft hovered at three
hundred nmeters, slipped sideways as snoothly as a nug sliding on a wet
table top, and then settled weightlessly into a waiting blast pit.

Hi gh-iressure jets of water bathed the pit and the base of the ship
sending up billows of steamto blend with the curtain of drizzle blow ng
across the paved plain of the spaceport. Wen the water jets ceased
there was no noi se except the whisper of rain and the randomticks and



creaks of the cooling spaceshi

A bal cony extruded itself fromthe ship's 'bul khead twenty meters above
the pit wail. Five figures energed.

" Thank you for the ride, sir,' Colonel Kassad said to the Consul

The Consul nodded and | eaned on the railing, taking in deep breaths of
fresh air. Droplets of rain beaded on his shoul ders and eyebrows.

Sol Weintraub lifted his baby fromher infant carrier

Sone change in pressure, tenperature, scent, notion, noise, or a
conbi nati on of all of these had awakened her and now she began to cry
lustily. Weintraub bounced her and cooed to her but the wailing
conti nued.

" An appropriate comrent upon our arrival,' said Martin Silenus. The
poet wore a long purple cape and a red beret which slouched to his right
shoul der. He took a drink froma wi neglass he had carried out fromthe
lounge. 'Christ on a stick, this place | ooks different."

The Consul, who had been away only eight |ocal years, had to agree. The
spaceport had been a full nine klicks fromthe city when he lived in
Keats; now shacks, tents, and rmud streets surrounded the landing field's
peri meter.

In the Consui's day, no nore than a ship a week had put in at the tiny
spaceport; now he counted nore than twenty spacecraft on the field. The
smal | adm ni stration and custons buil ding had been superseded by a huge,
prefabricated structure, a dozen new blast pits and drop-ship grids had
been added where the field had been hastily extended to the west, and
the perimeter now was littered with scores of canoufl age-sheat hed
nodul es which the Consul knew rmust serve as everything from ground
control stations to barracks. A forest of exotic antennae grew skyward
froma cluster of such boxes at the far end of the | anding apron
"Progress,' nurnured the Consul

"War,' said Col onel Kassad.

' Those are people,' said Brawne Lanmia, pointing toward the nain tern na
gates on the south side of the field. A wave of drab colors crashed
like a silent surf

agai nst the outer fence and the violet containnent field.

"My God,' said the Consul, 'you're right."

Kassad produced his binoculars and they took turns staring at the

t housands of fornms tugging at the wire, pressing against the repelling
field.

"Way are they here?" asked Lamia. 'Wat do they want?" Even fromhalf a
kil ometer away, the mindless will of the nob was daunting. Dark formns

of FORCE: Marines could be seen patrolling just within the perineter.

The Consul realized that between the wire, the containnent field, and



the Marines a strip of raw earth

al nost surely signified mines or a deathbeam zone, or both.
"What do they want?" repeated Lam a

' They want out,' said Kassad.

Even before the Col onel spoke, the Consul realized that the shack city
around t he spaceport and the nob at the gates were inevitable; the
peopl e of Hyperion were ready to |l eave. He guessed that there nust be
such a silent surge toward the gates each tine a ship | anded.

"Well, there's one who'll be staying,' said Martin Silenus and pointed
toward the | ow nountain across the river to the south. 'O d Weping
WIlliam Rex, God rest his sinful soul." The scul pted face of Sad King
Billy was just visible through the light rain and grow ng darkness.

"l knew him Horatio,' said the drunken poet. 'A man of infinite jest.
Not one of themfunny. A real horse's ass, Horatio."

Sol Weintraub stood just inside the ship, shielding his baby fromthe
drizzle and removing her cries fromthe vicinity of the conversation. He
poi nted. ' Soneone is com ng."

A groundcar with its camouflage polymer inert and a mlitary EMW
nodi fied with hoverfans for Hyperion's weak nagnetic field were crossing
t he danp hardpan.

Martin Silenus's gaze never left Sad King Billy's dour visage. Silenus
said in a voice alnost too soft to be heard:

"Deep in the shady sadness of a vale

Far sunken fromthe healthy breath of norn, Far fromthe fiery noon, and
eve's one star, Sat gray-hair'd Saturn, quiet as a stone,

Still as the silence round about his lair; Forest on forest hung above
hi s head

Li ke cloud on cloud..."

Fat her Hoyt came onto the bal cony, rubbing his face with both hands. His
eyes were wi de and unfocused, a child rising fromhis nap. 'Are we
t here?" he asked.

" Fucki ng aye,' cried Martin Silenus, returning the binoculars to the
Colonel. 'Let's go down and greet'the gendarnmes."

The young Marine |ieutenant seened uni npressed with the group even after
he had scanned the authorizati on wafer Her Masteen had passed al ong from
the task force commander. The lieutenant took his tine scanning their
visa chips, letting themwait in the drizzle, occasionally making a
comment with the idle arrogance common to such nobodi es who have j ust
cone into a small bit of power. Then he cane to Fedmahn Kassad's chip
and | ooked up with the expression of a startled stoat. 'Colone

Kassad!"



"Retired,' said Kassad.

"I"msorry, sir,' said the lieutenant, stunbling over his words as he

funbl ed the visas back to everyone. '1 had no idea you were with this
party, sir. That is ... the Captain just said... | nmean... ny uncle
was with you on Bressia, sir. | mean, I'msorry... anything | or ny

men can do to..."

'"At ease, Lieutenant,' said Kassad. 'Is there any chance of getting
sone transport into the city?"

"Ah... well, sir..." The young Marine started to rub his chin and then
renmenbered that he was wearing his helmet. 'Yes, sir. But the problem
is, sir, the nobs can get pretty nasty and... well, the damm EMs don't
work for shit on this. '. uh, pardon ne, sir. You see, the ground
transports're limted to cargo and we don't have any skinmrers free to

| eave the base until 2200 hours but I'!1 be happy to get your party on
the roster for..."

"Just a minute,' said the Consul. A battered passenger skimrer with the
gol d geodesi c of the Hegenony painted on one flare skirt had | anded ten
nmeters away. A tall, thin man stepped out. 'Theo!" cried the Consul

The two nmen stepped forward, started to shake hands, and then hugged

each other instead. 'Dam,' said the Consul, 'you | ook good, Theo."
ItWas true. His former aide had gained half a dozen years on the
Consul, but the younger man still had the boyish smile, thin face, and

thick red hair that had attracted every unmarried woman - annot a few
married ones - on the consulate staff. The shyness which had been part
of Theo Lane's vulnerability was still there, as evidenced by the way he

now needl essly adjusted his archaic horn-ri med gl asses - the young
di pl omat' s one affectation

'"It's good to have you back,' said Theo.

The Consul turned, started to introduce his friend to the group, and
then stopped. 'My God,' he said, 'you're Consul now. |'msorry, Theo,
| wasn't thinking."

Theo Lane smled and adjusted his glasses. 'No problem sir,' he said.
"Actually, I'mno |Ionger Consul. For the last few nonths |'ve been
acting Governor-Ceneral .

The Hone Rule council finally requested - and received - fornmal colonia
status. Welcone to the newest world in the Hegenony."

The Consul stared a second and then hugged his former protg again.
' Congratul ati ons, Your Excellency."

Theo grinned and glanced at the sky. 'It's going to rain in earnest
before long. Wy don't we get your group aboard the skimer and VII
drive you into town." The new Governor-GCGeneral smled at the young
Mari ne.

' Li eut enant ?"



"Uh ... vyes, sir?" The officer had snapped to attention

'Coul d you get your nen to |oad these good peopl e' s |uggage, please?
We'd all like to get in out of the rain."

The skinmer flew south above the highway at a steady sixty nmeters. The
Consul rode in the front passenger seat; the rest of the group rel axed
in flowfoamrecliners behind. Mrtin Silenus and Father Hoyt appeared
to be asleep. Wintraub's baby had ceased crying in favor of nursing on
a soft bottle of synthesized nother's mlk

' Thi ngs have changed,' said the Consul. He rested his cheek agai nst the
rain-spattered canopy and | ooked down at the chaos.

Thousand of shacks and i ean-tos covered the hillsides and gullies al ong
the three-klick ride to the suburbs.

Fires were being lighted under wet tarps and the Consul watched
nud- col ored figures noving between mud-col ored shacks. High fences had
been rigged along the old Spaceport H ghway and the road itself had been
wi dened and regraded. Two | anes of truck and hover traffic,

nost of it mlitary green or shrouded with inactive canmoufl age pol yrer,
noved sl uggi shly in both directions.

Ahead, the lights of Keats seenmed to have nultiplied and spread across
new sections of the river valley and hills.

"Three nmillion,' said Theo, as if reading his forner boss's mnd. 'At
| east three mllion people and growi ng every day."
The Consul stared. 'There were only four and a half mllion people on

the planet when | left."

"Still are,' said the new Governor-Ceneral. 'And every one of them
wants to get to Keats, board a ship, and get the hell out. Some are
waiting for the farcaster to be built, but nost don't believe it'l]
happen in tinme. They're afraid."

'"Of the CQusters?”
'Themtoo,' said Theo, 'but nosfiy of the Shrike."

The Consul turned his face fromthe cool ness of the canopy. 'It's cone
south of the Bridle Range then?"

Theo | aughed wi thout hunor. 'It's everywhere. O they're everywhere.
Most people are convinced that there are dozens or hundreds of the

thi ngs now. Shrike deaths have been reported on all three continents.
Ever ywhere except Keats, segnents of the coast along the Mane, and a few
of the big cities Iike Endymon."

'How many casual ties?" The Consul did not really want to know.



"At | east twenty thousand dead or missing,' said Theo.

'There are a lot of injured people but that isn't the Shrike, is it?"

Agai n cane the dry laugh. 'The Shrike doesn't just wound people, does
it? Uh-uh, people shoot each other by accident, fall down stairways or
junp out windows in their panic, and tranple each other in crowds. It's

a fucking nmess."

In the el even years the Consul had worked with Theo Lane, he had never
heard the younger nman use profanity of .any sort. 'Is FORCE any hel p?"
t he Consul asked.

"Ai'e they what's keeping the Shrike away fromthe big cities?"

Theo shook his head. 'FORCE hasn't done a damm thing except control the
nobs. ©Ch, the Marines put on a

show of keepi ng the spaceport open here and the harbor |anding zone at
Port R secure, but they haven't even tried to confront the Shrike.
They're waiting to fight the Qusters."

, ' SDF?" asked the Consul, know ng even as he spoke that the poorly
trai ned Sel f-defense Force woul d have been of little use.

Theo snorted. 'At |east eight thousand of the casualties are SDF
CGeneral Braxton took the "Fighting Third" up the River Road to "strike
at the Shrike nenace in their lair" and that was the | ast we heard of
them "

"You're joking,' said the Consul, but one |Iook at his friend's face told
himthat he wasn't. 'Theo,' he said, '"howin the world did you have
time to nmeet us at the spaceport?"

"I didn't," said the Governor-General. He glanced in the back. The
others were sl eeping or staring exhaustedly out windows. 'I needed to
talk to you,' said Theo. 'Convince you not to go."

The Consul started to shake his head but Theo grasped his arm squeezed
hard. 'Now listen to what | have to say, damm it. | know how hard it
is for you to come back here after... what happened but, goddamm it,
there's no sense in your throwi ng everything away for no reason

Abandon this stupid pilgrimge. Stay in Keats."

"I can't..." began the Consul

"Listen to nme,' demanded Theo. 'Reason one: you're the finest diplomat
and crisis manager |'ve ever seen and

we need your skills."
"It doesn't..."

"Shut up a minute. Reason two: you and the others won't get within two
hundred klicks of the Tine Tonbs.

Thais isn't like the old days when you were here and the goddamed



sui cides could get up there and even sit around for a week and maybeeven
change their mnds and

cone hone. The Shrike is on the nove. |It's like a plague." '1
understand that but..."

'Reason three: Ineed you. | begged Tau Ceti Center to' send someone
el se out. Wien | found that you were com ng..

well, hell, it got ne through the |last two years."

The Consul shook his head, not understandi ng.

Theo started the turn toward the city center and then hovered, taking
his eyes off the controls to | ook directly at the Consul. '! want you

to take over the governor-general ship

The Senate won't interfere- except perhaps for d adstone o and by the
tinme she finds out, it will be too late."

The Consul felt as though sonmeone had struck himbelow the third rib. He
| ooked away, down at the maze of narrow streets and crooked buil di ngs
that was Jacktown, the A d City. Wen he could speak again, he said, 'I
can't, Theo."

"Listen, if you..."

"No. | mean | cannot. It would be no good if | did accept it, but the
simple truth is, | can't. | have to go on this pilgrimge."

Theo straightened his gl asses, stared strai ght ahead.

'Look, Theo, you're the nost conpetent and capabl e Forei gn Service

professional |'ve ever worked with. 1've been out of things for eight
years. | think..."
Theo nodded tersely, interrupted. 'I| suppose you want

to go to the Shrike Tenple."
,yes."

The skimrer circled and settled. The Consul was staring at
not hi ng, . t hi nki ng, when the side doors of the skinmer raised and fol ded
and Sol Weintraub said, 'Good Cod."

The group stepped out and stared at the charred and toppled weckage of
what had been the Shrike Tenple.

Since the Tine Tonbs had been cl osed as too dangerous sone twenty-five
| ocal years earlier, the Shrike Tenple had becone Hyperion's nost
popul ar tourist attraction.

Filling three full city blocks, rising nore than a hundred and fifty
neters to its central, sharpened spire, the Shrike Church's centra
tenpl e was part awe-inspiring cathedral, part Gothic joke with its
fluid, buttressed curves of stone pernabonded to its whi skered-all oy



skel eton, part Escher print with its tricks of perspective and

i npossi bl e angl es, part Boschian nightmare with its tunnel entrances,
hi dden chanbers, dark gardens, and forbidden sections, and - nore than
anything else - it had been part of Hyperion's past.

Now it was gone. Tall heaps of blackened stone were the only hint of
the structure's forner nmpjesty. Melted alloy girders rose fromthe
stones like the ribs of some giant carcass. Mich of the rubble had
tumbled into the pits, basenents, and passages which had |ain beneath
the three-century-old | andmark. The Consul wal ked close to the edge of
a pit and wondered if the deep basenments had - as | egend decreed -
actual ly connected to one of the planet's |abyrinths.

"It looks as if they used a hellwhip on this place,' said Martin

Sil enus, using an archaic termfor any high-energy | aser weapon. The
poet seened suddenly sobered as he joined the Consul at the edge of the
pit. 'I remenber when the Tenple and parts of the Od City were the
only things here,' he said. 'After the disaster near the Tombs, Billy
decided to rel ocate Jacktown here because

of the Tenple. Nowit's gone. Christ."
"No,' said Kassad.
The ot hers | ooked at him

The Col onel rose from where he had been exanining the rubble. 'Not a
hel I whi p,' he said. 'Shaped plasma charges. Several of them"

'"Now do you want to stay here and go on this useless pilgrinmge?" asked
Theo. 'Cone with nme back to the consulate." He was speaking to the
Consul but extending the invitation to everyone.

The Consul turned away fromthe pit, looking at his former aide but now
seeing, for the first tine, the Governor-General of a besi eged Hegenony
world. 'We can't, Your Excellency,' said the Consul. 'At least |
can't. | won't speak for the others."

The four nmen and the woman shook their heads.

Si | enus and Kassad began unl oadi ng | uggage. The rain returned as a
light mist falling out of the darkness. At that second the Consu
noticed the two FORCE attack skimrers hovering above the nearhby
roofiops. Darkness and chanel eon-pol ymer hulls had hi dden them we!!,
but the rain now revealed their outlines. O course, thought

the Consul, the Governor-Ceneral does not travel unescorted.

"Did the priests escape? Wre there survivors when the

Tenpl e was destroyed?" asked Brawne Lam a

'Yes,' said Theo. The de facto dictator of five nillion doomed soul s
renoved his glasses and dried themon his shirttail. 'All of the Shrike
Cult priests and acol ytes escaped through tunnels. The npb had been

surrounding this place for nonths. Their |eader, a wonman named Canmpn
from sonmewhere east of the Sea of Grass, gave everyone in the Tenple



pl enty of warning before they set off. the DL-20."
"Were were the police?" asked the Consul. ' The SDF?
FORCE?"

Theo Lane sniled and at that second he | ooked decades ol der than the
young man the Consul had known.

"You fol ks have been in transit for three years,' he said.

' The universe has changed. Shrike cultists are being burned out and
beaten up in the Wb. You can imagine the attitude here. The Keats
poli ce have been absorbed under the nartial law | declared fourteen
nont hs ago.

They and the SDF watched while the nob torched the Tenple. So did 1
There were half a million people here that night."

Sol Weintraub stepped closer. 'Do they know about us? About this fina
pi | gri mage?"

"If they did," said Theo, 'none of you would be alive.

You'd think they'd wel cone anything that m ght appease the Shrike, but
the only thing the nob would notice is that you were chosen by the
Shrike Church. As it was, | had to overrule my own Advisory Counci l
They were in favor of destroying your ship before it reached the

at nosphere. "

"Way did you?" asked the Consul. 'Overrule them 1 nean.

Theo sighed and adjusted his glasses. 'Hyperion still needs the
Hegermony, and G adstone still has the vote of confidence of the Al
Thing, if not the Senate. And | still need you."

The Consul | ooked at the rubble of the Shrike Tenple.

"This pilgrinage was over before you got here,' said Governor-Genera
Theo Lane. 'WII| you cone back to the consulate with me ... at |east
in an advisory capacity?"

"I"'msorry,' said the Consul. '1 can't."

Theo turned wi thout a word, dropped into the skinmer, and |ifted off.
Hs mlitary escort followed as a blur in the rain

It was raining harder now. The group noved cl oser together in the
growi ng darkness. Weintraub had rigged a makeshift hood over Rachel and
the noise of the rain on plastic nmade the baby cry.

"What now?" said the Consul, |ooking around at the night and narrow
streets. Their luggage |lay heaped in a soggy pile. The world snelled
of ashes.

Martin Silenus grinned. 'l know a bar."



It turned out that the Consul also knew the bar; he had all but lived in
Cicero's for nost of his el even-year assignnent on Hyperion

Unli ke nost things in Keats, on Hyperion, Cicero' s was not named after
sone piece of pre-Hegira literary trivia. Runor had it that the bar was
naned after a section of an AOd Earth city - sone said Chicago, USA
others were sure it was Calcutta, AIS - but only Stan Leweski, owner and
great - grandson of the founder, knew for sure, and Stan had never
revealed its secret.

The bar itself had overflowed over the century and a half of its

exi stence froma wal kup loft in one of Jacktown's saggi ng ol der
buil di ngs al ong the Hoolie River to nine levels in four sagging old
bui | di ngs al ong the Hoolie. The only consistent el enents of decor at
Cicero's over the decades were the |ow ceilings, thick snmoke, and

const ant background babbl e which offered a sense of privacy in the m dst
of bustle.

There was no privacy this night. The Consul and the others paused as
they carried their gear through the Marsh Lane entrance.

"Jesus Wept,' nuttered Martin Sil enus

Cicero' s looked as if it had been invaded by barbarian hordes. Every
chair was filled, every table occupied, nmostly by nen, and the floors
were littered with packs, weapons, bedrolls, antiquated conm equi prent,
rati on boxes, and all of the other detritus of an arny of refugees..

or perhaps a refugee arny. The heavy air of

Cicero's, which once had been filled with the bl ended scent of broiling
steaks, wine, stim ale, and T-free tobacco, was now | aden with the
over |l apping snmells of unwashed bodi es, urine, and hopel essness.

At that nonment the huge formof Stan Leweski naterialized out of the
gloom The bar owner's forearns were as huge and heavy as ever, but his
forehead had advanced nore than a few centineters agai nst the receding
tangl e of black hair and there were nore creases than the Consu
renmenmbered around the dark eyes.

Those eyes were wi de now as Leweski stared at the Consul. 'GChost,' he
sai d.

"No. "
"You are not dead?"

"No. "

"By dam!" decl ared Stan Leweski and, grasping the Consul by the upper
arns, picked himup as easily as a man would lift a five-year-old. 'By
damm! You are not dead. Wsat are you doi ng here?"

' Checki ng your liquor license,' said the Consul. 'Put me down."

Leweski carefully set the Consul down, tapped his shoul ders, and
grinned. He |ooked at Martilt Silenus and the grin changed to a frown.



"You | ook famliar but | have never seen you before."

"I knew your great*grandfather,' said Silenus. 'Wich rem nds nme, do
you have any of that pre-Hegira ale left?

The warm 'British stuff that tastes |like recycled nobose piss. | could
never get enough of that."

"Nothing left,' said Leweski. He pointed at the poet.

"By damm. Grandfather Jiri's trunk. That old holo of the satyr in the
original Jacktown. Can it be?" He stared at Silenus and then at the
Consul, touching themboth gingerly with a nassive forefinger. 'Two
ghosts. "

"Six tired people,' said the Consul. The baby began crying again
'Seven. Do you have space for us?"

Leweski turned in a half circle, hands spread, palnms up. 'it is al
like this. No space left. No food. No wine." He squinted at Martin
Silenus. 'No ale. Now we have beconme a big hotel with no beds. The

SDF bastards stay here w thout paying and drink their own upcountry

rotgut and wait for the world to end. That will happen soon enough,
t hi nk. "

The group was standing i n what had once been the entrance nezzani ne.
Thei r heaped | uggage joined a riot of gear already littering the floor
Smal | clusters of men shoul dered their way through the throng and cast
apprai sing glances at the newconers- especially at Brawne Lanmia. She
returned their stares with a flat, cold glare.

Stan Leweski | ooked at the Consul for a moment. '1 have a bal cony
table. Five of those SDF Death Commandos have been parked there for a
week, telling everyone and each other how they are going to wi pe out the
Quster Legions with their bare hands. You want the'table, | wll

throw t he teat-suckers out."
'Yes,' said the Consul

Leweski had turned to | eave when Lami a stopped himwith a hand on his
arm 'Wuld you like a little hel p?" she asked.

Stan Leweski shrugged, grinned. 'l do not need it, but | might like it.
Cone. "

They di sappeared into the crowd.

The third-floor bal cony had just enough roomfor the splintered table
and six chairs. Despite the insane crowding on the main floors, stairs,
and | andi ngs, no one had chall enged them for the space after Leweski and
Lam a threw the protesting Death Commandos over the railing and into the
river nine meters bel ow. Sonehow Leweski had managed to send up a
tankard of beer and a basket of bread and cold beef.

The group ate in silence, obviously suffering nore than the usual anopunt



of post fugue hunger, fatigue, and depression. The darkness of the
bal cony was relieved only by dim reflected |ight from deeper within
Cicero's and by the lanterns on passing river barges. Most of the
bui | di ngs al ong the Hoolie were dark but other city lights reflected
fromlow clouds. The Consul could make out the ruins of the Shrike
Tenpl e half a kil oneter upriver.

"Well,' said Father Hoyt, obviously recovered fromthe heavy dose of
ul tranorph and teetering on the

del i cate bal ance between pain and sedation, 'what do we do next?"

VWhen no one answered, the Consul closed his eyes. He refused to take
the lead in anything. Sitting on the balcony at Cicero's, it was al

too easy to fall back into the rhythns of a former life; he would drink
until the early nmorning hours, watch the predawn neteor showers as the
cl ouds cleared, and then stagger to his enpty apartnent near the market,
going into the consulate four hours | ater showered, shaved, and

seem ngly human except for the blood in his eyes and the i nsane ache in
his skull. Trusting in Theo - quiet, efficient Theo - to get him
through the nmorning. Trusting in luck to get himthrough the day.

Trusting in the drinking at Cicero's to get himthrough the night.
Trusting in the uninportance of his posting to get himthrough life.

"You are all ready to |eave for the pilgrimge?"

The Consul's eyes snapped open. A hooded figure stood in the doorway
and for a second the Consul thought it was Het Masteen, but then he
realized that this man was much shorter, his voice not accented with the
stilted Tenpl ar consonants.

"If you are ready, we nmust go,' said the dark figure.
'"Who are you?" asked Brawne Lam a
'"Conme quickly,' was the shadow s only reply.

Fedmahn Kassad stood, bending to keep his head fromstriking the
ceiling, and detained the robed figure, flipping back the man's hood
with a flick of his left hand.

"An android!" said Lenar Hoyt, staring at the nman's blue skin and
bl ue- on- bl ue eyes.

The Consul was |ess surprised. For nore than a century it had been
illegal to own androids in the Hegenony, and none had been bi of actured
for alnost that |ong, but they were still used for nmanual |abor in
renote parts of backwater, noncol ony worlds - worlds |ike Hyperion. The
Shri ke Tenpl e had used androids extensively, conplying with the Church
of the Shrike doctrine which proclaimed that androids were free from
original sin, therefore spiritually superior to humanki nd and-
incidentally-exempt fromthe Shrike's terrible and inevitable
retribution.

"You must cone quickly,' whispered the android, setting his hood in
pl ace.



"Are you fromthe Tenpl e?" asked Lam a

"Quiet!" snapped the android. He glanced into the hall, turned back
and nodded. 'We nust hurry. Please follow ne."

Al'l of them stood and then hesitated. The Consul watched as Kassad
casual ly unseal ed the long | eather jacket he was wearing. He caught the
briefest glinpse of a deathwand tucked in the Colonei's belt. Normally
t he Consul woul d have been appal |l ed by even the thought of a deat hwand
nearby- the slighttest m staken touch could pure every synapse on the
bal cony - but at this

nmonent he was oddly reassured by the sight of it.

"Qur luggage..." began Weintraub

"It has been seen to,' whispered the hooded man.
"Quickly now. "

The group followed the android down the stairs and into the night, their
noverrent as tired and passive as a sigh

The Consul slept late. Half an hour after sunrise a rectangle of |ight
found its way between the porthole's shutters and fell across his
pillow. The Consul rolled away and did not wake. An hour after that
there came a loud clatter as the tired mantas which had pulled the barge
all night were rel eased and fresh ones harnessed. The Consul slept on.
In the next hour the footsteps and cries of the crew on the deck outside
his stateroom grew | ouder and nore persistent, but it was the warning

kl axon bel ow the |l ocks at Karla which finally brought himup out of his
sl eep.

Moving slowy in the druglike |anguor of fugue hangover, the Consu

bat hed as best he could with only basin and punp, dressed in | oose
cotton trousers, an old canvas shirt, and foam sol ed wal ki ng shoes, and
found his way to the m d-deck

Br eakf ast had been set out on a | ong sideboard near a weathered table
which could be retracted into the deck planking. An awning shaded the
eating area and the crinson and gold canvas snapped to the breeze of
their

passage. It was a beautiful day, cloudless and bright, with Hyperion's
sun making up in ferocity what it |acked in size.

M  Weintraub, Lam a, Kassad, and Sil enus had been up for sone tine.
Lenar Hoyt and Het Masteen joined the group a few mnutes after the
Consul arrived.

The Consul hel ped hinself to toasted fish, fruit, and orange juice at
the buffet and then noved to the railing.

The water was wi de here, at |least a kilonmeter fromshore to shore, and
its green and | apis sheen echoed the sky. At first glance the Consu
did not recognize the land on either side of the river. To the east,



peri scope- bean paddi es stretched away into the haze of distance where
the rising sun reflected on a thousand fl ooded surfaces.

A few indigenie huts were visible at the junction of paddy dikes, their
angl ed wal I s made of bl eached wei rwood or gol den half oak. To the west,
the bottonl and al ong the river was overgrown with | ow tangl es of gissen
woman- grove root, and a flanboyant red fern the Consul did not
recogni ze, all growi ng around rmud marshes and m ni ature | agoons which
stretched another kiloneter or so to bluffs where scrub everblues clung
to any bare spot between granite sl abs.

For a second the Consul felt lost, disoriented on a world he thought he
knew wel I, but then he remenbered the klaxon at the Karla Locks and
realized that they had entered a rarely used stretch of the Hoolie north
of Doukhobor's Copse. The Consul had never seen this part of the river,
havi ng al ways travel ed on or flown above the Royal Transport Canal which
lay to the west of the bluffs. He could only surm se that sone danger
or disturbance along the nmain route to the Sea of Grass had sent them
this back way al ong bypassed stretches of the Hoolie. He guessed that
they were about a hundred and ei ghty kil ometers nort hwest of Keats.

"It looks different in the daylight, doesn't it?" said Father Hoyt.

The Consul | ooked at the shore again, not sure what Hoyt was tal king
about; then he realized the priest neant the barge.

It had been strange - follow ng the androi d nessenger

in the rain, boarding the old barge, making their way through its maze
of tessellated roons and passages, picking up Het Masteen at the ruins
of the Tenple, and then watching the lights of Keats fall astern

The Consul remenbered those hours before and after nidnight as froma
fatigue-blurred dream and he imagi ned the others must have been just as
exhausted and disoriented. He vaguely renenbered his surprise that the
barge's crew were all android, but nostly he recalled his relief at
finally closing the door of his stateroomand crawing into bed.

"I was talking to A. Bettik this nmorning,' said Wintraub, referring to
t he android who had been their guide. 'This old scow has quite a
history."

Martin Silenus noved to the sideboard to pour hinmself nore tomato juice,
added a dash of something fromthe flask he carried, and said, 'It's
obvi ously been around a bit. The goddamm railings' ve been oil ed by
hands, the stairs worn by feet, the ceilings darkened by |anp soot, and
t he beds beat en saggy by generations of hunping.

I'd say it's several centuries old. The carvings and rococo finishes
are fucking marvelous. Did you notice that under all the other scents
the inlaid wood still snells of sandal wod? | wouldn't be surprised if
this thing came fromdd Earth."

"It does,' said Sol Wintraub. The baby, Rachel, slept on his arm
softly bl owi ng bubbles of saliva in her sleep

"W're on the proud ship Benares, built in and naned after the AQd Earth



city of the sane nane."

"I don't remenmber hearing of any O d Earth city with that name,' said
t he Consul .

Brawne Lam a | ooked up fromthe |ast of her breakfast.

' Benares, also known as Varanasi or Gandhi pur, H ndi Free State. Part
of the Second Asian Co-prosperity Sphere after the Third Si no-Japanese
War .

Destroyed in the | ndo-Soviet MuslimRepublic Linted Exchange."

"Yes,' said Weintraub, 'the Benares was built quite sone tine before the
Big Mstake. Md-twenty-second century, | would guess. A Bettik
inforns me that it was originally a levitation barge..."

"Are the EM generators still down there?" interrupted Col onel Kassad.

"1 believe so,' said Weintraub. 'Next to the main salon on the | owest
deck. The floor of the salon is clear lunar crystal. Quite nice if we
were cruising at two thousand neters... quite useless now. "

'Benares,' mused Martin Silenus. He ran his hand lovingly across a
ti me-darkened railing. 'l was robbed there once."

Brawne Lami a put down her coffee nug. 'O d nan, are you trying to tel
us that you're ancient enough to remenber O d Earth? W're not fools,
you know. "

"My dear child,' beaned Martin Silenus, '|l amnot trying to tell you
anything. | just thought it might be entertaining - as well as edifying
and enlightening - if at some point we exchanged lists of all the

| ocations at which we have either robbed or been robbed. Since you have
t he unfair advantage of having been the daughter of a senator, 1 am sure
that your list would be nuch nore distinguished... and nuch |onger."

Lam a opened her mouth to retort, frowned, and said nothing.

"i wonde how this ship got to Hyperion?" nurmured Father Hoyt. 'Wy
bring a levitation barge to a world where EM equi pnment doesn't work?"
"I't would work,"' said Col onel Kassad. 'Hyperion has sonme magnetic
field. It just would not be reliable in holding anything airborne."

Fat her Hoyt raised an eyebrow, obviously at a |loss to see the
di stinction.

"Hey,' cried the poet fromhis place at the railing, 'the gang's al
here!"’

'So?" said Brawne Lamia. Her lips all but disappeared into a thin |ine
whenever she spoke to Silenus.

"So we're all here,' he said. 'Let's get on with the storytelling."

Het Masteen said, '1 thought it had been agreed that we would tell our



respective stories after the dinner hour."
Martin Silenus shrugged. 'Breakfast, dinner, who the

fuck cares? W're assenbled. It's not going to take six or seven days
to get to the Tinme Tonbs, is it?"

The Consul considered. Less than two days to get as far as the river
could take them Two nore days, or less if the winds were right, on the
Sea of Grass. Certainly no nore than one nore day to cross the
nountains. 'No,' he said. 'Not quite six days.

"Al'l right,' said Silenus, '"then let's get on with the telling of tales.
Besi des, there's no guarantee that the Shrike won't come calling before
We knock on his door

If these bedtinme stories are supposed to be hel pful to our surviva
chances in some way, then | say let's hear from everyone before the
contributors start getting chopped and diced by that anbul atory food
processor we're so eager to visit."

"You're disgusting,' said Brawne Lam a

"Ah, darling,' smiled Silenus, 'those are the same words you whi spered
| ast night after your second orgasm"”

Lam a | ooked away. Father Hoyt cleared his throat and said, 'Wose turn
isit? To tell a story, | mean?" The silence stretched.

"M ne,' said Fedmahn Kassad. The tall man reached into the pocket of
his white tunic and held up a slip of paper with a large 2 scribbled on
it.

"Do you mind doing this now?" asked Sol Weintraub
Kassad showed a hint of a smle. 'I wasn't'in favor of doing it at

all,” he said, "but if it were done when 'tis done, then "twere well it
wer e done quickly."

"Hey!" cried Martin Silenus. 'The man knows his pre-Hegira
pl aywights."

' Shakespear e?" said Father Hoyt.

"No,' said Silenus. 'Lerner and fucking Lowe. Neii buggering Sinon.
Hanel fucking Posten.™

' Col onel,' Sol Wintraub said formally, 'the weather is nice, none of us
seens to have anything pressing to do in the next hour or so, and we
woul d be obliged if you would share the tale of what brings you to
Hyperion on the Shrike's last pilgrinage."

Kassad nodded. The day grew warmer as the canvas awni ng snapped, the
decks creaked, and the levitation

barge Benares worked its steady way upstreamtoward the nountains, the
noors, and the Shrike.



THE SOLDIER S TALE: The War Lovers

It was during the Battle of Agincourt that Fedmahn Kassad encountered
the wonman he woul d spend the rest of his |ife seeking.

It was a wet and chilly late Cctober norning in A D

1415. Kassad had been inserted as an archer into the arnmy of Henry V of
Engl and. The English force had been on French soil since August 14 and
had been retreating fromsuperior French forces since Cctober 8.

Henry had convinced his War Council that the army could bent the French
in a forced march to the safety of Calais. They had failed. Now, as
Cct ober 25 dawned gray and drizzly, seven thousand Englishmen, nostly
bowren, faced a force of sone twenty-ei ght thousand French nen-at-arns
across a kiloneter of nuddy field. '

Kassad was cold, tired sick, and scared. He and the other archers had
been surviving on little nmore than scavenged berries for the past week
of the narch and al nost every man on the |ine that norning was suffering
fromdiarrhea. The air tenperature was in the low fifties Fahrenheit
and Kassad had spent a long night trying to sleep on danp ground. He
was i npressed with the unbelievable realismof the experience- the

A ynmpus Command School Historical Tactical Network was as far beyond
regul ar stinsins as full-formhol os were beyond tintypes - but the
physi cal sensations were so convincing, so real, that Kassad did not
relish the thought of being wounded. There were tales of cadets

recei ving fatal wounds in the OCS:HTN sinms and being pulled dead from
their i mrersion creches.

Kassad and the other bowren on Henry's right flank had been staring at
the I arger French force for nmost of the norning when pennants waved, the
fifteenth-century equival ent of sergeants brayed, and the archers obeyed
the King's comand and began marchi ng agai nst the

enemy. The ragged English line, stretching about seven hundred neters
across the field fromtreeline to treeline, consisted of clusters of
archers like Kassad's troop interspersed with smaller groups of
nen-at-arnms. The English had no fornmal cavalry and nost of the horses
Kassad could see on his end of the field were carrying nen clustered
near the King's conmand group three hundred neters toward the center, or
huddl ed around the Duke of York's position rmuch closer to where Kassad
and the other archers stood near the right flank. These conmand groups
rem nded Kassad of a FORCE: ground nobile staff HQ only instead of the
i nevitabl e forest of conmm antennae giving away their position, bright
banners and pennants hung |inp on pikes. An obvious artillery target,

t hought Kassad, and then remi nded hinmself that this particular mlitary
nuance did not yet exist.

Kassad noticed that the French had plenty of horses.

He estimated six or seven hundred nounted nen formed in ranks on each of
the French flanks and a long line of cavalry behind the nmain battle
line. Kassad did not like horses. He had seen hol os and pictures, of
course, but he had not encountered the aninmals thenselves until this
exercise, and the size, snell, and sound of themtended to be unnerving



- especially so when the damm quadrupeds were arnored chest and head,
shod in steel, and trained to carry arnored nen wi el ding four neters of
| ance.

The English advance halted. Kassad estinmated that his battle |ine was
about two hundred and fifty neters fromthe French. He knew fromthe
experi ence of the past week that this was within | ongbow range, but he
al so knew that he would have to pull his armhalf out of its socket to
hold the pull.

The French were shouting what Kassad assuned were insults. He ignored
themas he and his silent conrades stepped forward from where they had
planted their long arrows and found soft ground in which to drive their
stakes. The stakes were | ong and heavy and Kassad had been carrying his
for a week. Alnpbst a neter and a half long, the clunmsy thing had been
shar pened at both ends.

VWen the order first came down for all archers to find saplings and cut
st akes, somewhere in the deep woods

just after they had crossed the Somre, Kassad had wondered idly what the
things were for. Now he knew.

Every third archer carried a heavy mallet nnd now they took tuns driving
their stakes in at a careful angle.

Kassad pulled out his long knife, resharpened the end which, even
| eani ng, rose alnmpst to his chest, and stepped back through the hedgehog
of sharpened stakes to await the French charge.

The French did not charge.

Kassad waited with the others. H's bow was strung, forty-eight arrows
were planted in two clusters at his

feet, and his feet were set properly.
The French did not charge.

The rain had stopped but a cool breeze had cone up and what little body
heat Kassad had generated by the short narch and the task of driving

st akes had been | ost quickly. The only sounds were the netallic
shufflings of nen and horses, occasional mutterings or nervous | aughs,
and the heavier thud of hooves as the French cavalry rearranged itself
but still refused to charge.

"Fuck this,' said a gri,.led yeoman a few feet from Kassad. ' Those
bast ards' ve wasted our whol e bl eeding morning. They'd better piss or
get off the pot."

Kassad nodded. He was not sure if he was hearing and understandi ng

M ddl e English or if the sentence had been in sinple Standard. He had
no idea if the grizzled archer was anot her Command School cadet, an
instructor, or nerely an artifact of the sire. He could not guess if
the slang had been correct. He did not care. His heart was pounding
and his palms were sweaty. He w ped his hands on his jerkin



As if King Henry had taken his cue fromthe old man's muttering, command
flags suddenly bobbed and rose, sergeants screanmed, and row upon row of
English archers raised their |ongbows, pulled when comrands were

shout ed, rel eased on the next conmmand.

Four waves of arrows conprised of nore than six thousand neter-|ong,
chi sel -pointed, clothyard missiles rose, seened to hang in a cl oud
thirty meters up, and fell on the French

There cane the sound of horses screanming and a

t housand denented chil dren pounding on ten thousand tin pots as the
French nen-at-arms | eaned into the rain of arrows to let their stee
hel mets and their chest and shoul der arnmor take the brunt of the
downpour. Kassad knew that in mlitary terns little real danmmge had
been done, but this was small solace to the occasional French sol dier
with ten inches of arrow through his eye, or to the scores of horses
| eapi ng, tumbling, and crashing into one another while their riders
struggled to rempve wooden

shafts fromthe creatures' backs and fl anks.
The French did not charge.

More comands were shouted. Kassad raised, read-1ed, |oosed his arrow
Again. And again. The sky darkened every ten seconds. Kassad's arm
and back ached fromthe punishing rhythm He found that he felt neither
el ati on nor anger. He was doing his job. H's forearmwas raw. Again
the arrows flew. And again. Fifteen of his first sheaf of twenty-four
arrows were gone when a cry went up along the English |ine and Kassad
paused and gl anced down while holding full pull

The French were charging.
A caval ry charge was sonet hi ng beyond Kassad's experience.

Wat chi ng twel ve hundred arnored horses charging directly at himcreated
i nternal sensations which Kassad found a bit unnerving. The charge took
I ess than forty seconds but Kassad discovered that this was anple tine
for his mouth to go absolutely dry, his breathing to begin to have

probl ens, and for his testicles to retreat conpletely into his body. |If
the rest of Kassad could have found a conparabl e hiding place, he would
have seriously considered craming into it.

As it was, he was too busy to run

Firing on comand, his line of archers got off five flat volleys at the
attacki ng horsenen, nanaged one nore shot in independent fire, and then
they fell back five paces.

Horses, it turned out, were too smart to willingly inpale thenselves
upon stakes- no matter how hard their human riders inplored themto do
so- but the second and third waves of cavalry did not stop as

abruptly as the first, and in a single mad nonment horses were down and
screamng, riders were thrown and scream ng, and Kassad was out and
scream ng, rushing at every downed Frenchman he could see, welding a



mal l et on the prostrate form when he could, slashing through gaps in
arnor with his long knife when it was too crowded to swing the nmallet.
Soon he and the grizzled archer and a younger nman who had | ost his cap
became an efficient killing team closing in on a downed rider from
three sides, Kassad using the nallet to knock the pleadi ng horseman off
his knees, then all three noving in with their bl ades.

Only one knight gained his feet and raised a sword to confront them The
Frenchman flipped up his visor and called out a clear request for honor
and single conbat.

The old man and the youth circled like wolves. Kassad returned with his
bow and put an arrow into the knight's left eye fromten paces.

The battle continued in the deadly com c-opera vein common to all arned
conbat since the first rock and thi ghbone duels on O d Earth. The
French cavalry managed to turn and flee just as the first wave of ten

t housand nen-at-arnms charged the English center on foot.

The nel ee broke up the rhythm of the attack and, by the tine the French
had regained their initiative, Henry's own nmen-at-arns had braced to
hold them at pi ke | ength while Kassad and several thousand ot her archers
poured volley fire into the nassed French infantry at cl ose range.

That did not end the battle. It was not necessarily even the decisive
nonent. The turning point, when it came, was lost - as all such nonents
are - within the dust and turnoil of a thousand individual encounters
where infantrymen faced infantrynen across the distance of their

personal weapons. Before it was over sonme three hours later there would
be m nor variations on repeated thenes, ineffective thrusts and cl unmsy
counterthrusts, and a | ess than honorabl e noment when Henry woul d order
prisoners killed rather than | eave themin the rear when the English
were confronted with a new threat. But the heralds and historians would
| ater agree that the

out come had been seal ed sonewhere in the confusion during the first
French infantry charge. The French died in their thousands. English
domi ni on on that part of the Continent would continue for a while. The
day of the arnmored man-at-arns, the knight, the enbodi nent of

chivalry, was over - hammered into history's coffin by a few thousand
ragtag peasant archers carrying | ongbows.

The ultimate insult to the noble-born French dead - if the dead indeed
could be further insulted - lay in the fact that the English archers
were not only conmon nen, comon in the | owest, nost flea-infested sense
of the word, but that they were draftees. Doughboys. ds.

Grunts. AlPs. Spezzes. K-techs. Junp Rats.

But all that was in the | esson Kassad was supposed to have | earned
during the OCS: HTN exercise. He |earned none of it. He was too busy
havi ng an encounter which would change his life.

The French man-at-arnms went over the head of his falling horse, rolled
once, and was up and running for the woods before the nud quit flying.
Kassad followed. He was halfway to the tree Iine before he realized

that the youth and the gri Tsl ed archer had not cone with him It did



not matter. Kassad's adrenaline was flow ng and the bl oodl ust had him
inits grip.

The man-at-arms, who had just been thrown to the ground from a horse
noving at full gallop and who was wearing sixty pounds of clunsy arnor,
shoul d have been an easy prey to catch. He was not. The Frenchman

gl anced back once, saw Kassad coming on a full run with a mallet in his
hand and his eye full of business, and then the man-at-arns shifted into
a higher gear and reached the trees fifteen nmeters ahead of his pursuer

Kassad was deep into the woods before he stopped, |eaned on the nallet,
gasped, and considered his position

Thuds, screans, and crashes fromthe battlefield behind himwere nuffled
by di stance and shrubbery.

The trees were al nost bare and still dripped fromthe rainstormthe

ni ght before; the floor of the forest was carpeted with a thick |ayer of
old | eaves and a snarl of shrubs and branbles. The man-at-arns had |eft
atrail of

br oken branches and footprints for the first twenty neters or so, but
now deer trails and overgrown paths nade it difficult to see where he
had passed.

Kassad noved slow y, stepping deeper into the woods, trying to be alert
for any noi se above the sound of his own panting and the i nsane poundi ng
of his heart. It occurred to Kassad that, tactically speaking, this was
not a brilliant nove; the nan-at-arnms had been wearing full arnor and
carrying his sword when he disappeared in the bushes. At any nonent the
Frenchman m ght forget his panic, regret his tenporary | oss of honor

and renmenber his years of conbat training. Kassad also had been
trained. He |ooked down at his cloth shirt and | eather vest. The
mal l et was still in his hands, the knife in his broad belt. He had been
trained to use high-energy weapons with a killing range of a few neters
to thousands of kilometers. He had been rated in plasma grenades,

he! | -whi ps, fleschette rifles, sonics, recoilless zero-gravity weapons,
deat hwands, kinetic assault guns, and beam gauntlets. He now had a
wor ki ng knowl edge of an English | ongbow. None of these objects-

i ncluding the | ongbow - was on his person at the nonment.

"Ah, shit," murmrmured Second Lieutenant Kassad.

The man-at-arms came out of the bushes like a charging bear, arns up,
| egs apart, the sword conming around in a flat arc nmeant to di senbowe
Kassad. The OCS cadet tried to | eap back and raise his mallet at the
sane time.

Neither effort was conpletely successful. The Frenchman's sword knocked
the heavy nmallet out of Kassad's grip while the dull point of the bl ade
sl ashed through | eather, shirt, and skin

Kassad bel | owed and stunbl ed backward again, tugging at the knife in his
belt. Hi s right heel caught the branch of a fallen tree and he went

down backward, cursing and rolling deeper into the tangle of branches as
the man-at-arms crashed forward, his heavy sword clearing linmbs Iike an
oversi zed machete. Kassad had his knife out by the tine the man=at-arns



had cleared a path through the deadfall, but the ten-inch blade was a
pitiful thing against arnor unless the knight was hel pl ess. This kni ght
was not hel pl ess. Kassad knew that he woul d

never get inside the arc of sword blade. His only hope was in running,
but the tall trunk of the fallen tree behind himand the deadfall beyond
elimnated that option. He did not wish to get cut down from behind as
he turned.

Nor from bel ow as he clinbed. Kassad did not wish to be cut down from
any angl e.

Kassad went into a knife fighter's crouch which he hadn't used since his
street-fighting days in the Tharsis slums. He wondered how t he
simul ati on woul d deal with his death.

The figure appeared behind the man-at-arns |i ke a sudden shadow. The
noi se of Kassad's nmallet striking the knight's arnored shoul der sounded
precisely |ike someone bashing the hood of an EW with a sl edge- hamrer.

The Frenchman staggered, turned to neet the new threat, and took a
second mal l et below in the chest.

Kassad's savior was small; the nan-at-arnms did not go down. The French
kni ght was raising his sword above his head when Kassad hit hi m behind
and bel ow the knees with a shoul der tackle.

Tree linbs snapped as the Frenchman went down. The snall attacker stood
astride the knight, pinning the armored man's sword armwi th one foot
while bringing the nall et down repeatedly onto hel net and vi sor

Kassad extricated hinmself fromthe tangle of |egs and branches, sat on
t he downed nman's knees, and began sl ashing through gaps in arnor at
groin, sides, and underarns. Kassad's rescuer junped aside to plant
both feet on the knight's wist and Kassad scranbl ed forward, stabbing
t hrough crevices where the hel net nmet chest arnor, finally slanm ng the
bl ade through slits in the visor itself.

The kni ght screanmed as the nallet came down a final time, al nost

cat chi ng Kassad's hand as the hamer drove the bl ade through the visor
slit like a ten-inch tent peg. The nman-at-arns arched,'lifting Kassad
and sixty pounds of arnor clear of the ground in a final violent spasm
and then fell back linply.

Kassad rolled onto his side. His rescuer collapsed beside him Both
were covered with sweat and the dead

man's bl ood. Kassad | ooked at his savior. The woman was dressed in
clothes not dissimlar to Kassad's. For a noment they nmerely lay there
and gasped for air.

"Are you... all fight?" Kassad managed after a while.

He was suddenly struck by her appearance. Her brown hair was short by

current Worl dweb fashion, short and straight and cut so that the | ongest
strands fell fromthe part, just a few centineters left of the center of
her forehead, to just above her right ear. It was a boy's haircut from



sone forgotten tine, but she was no boy. Kassad thought that she was
per haps the nost beautiful woman he had ever seen: bone structure so
perfect that chin and cheekbones were shaped w t hout being too sharp

| arge eyes glowing with life and intelligence, a gentle nmouth with a
soft underlip. Lying next to her, Kassad realized that she was tall -
not so tall as he but obviously not a woman fromthe fifteenth century -
and even under her of the tunic and baggy trousers he coul d see the soft
swel I of hipg and breast. She appeared to be a few years ol der than
Kassad, perhaps in her late twenties, but this fact barely registered as
she continued staring into his face with those soft, beguiling,

endl essly deep eyes.

"Are you all right?" he asked again. Hi s voice sounded strange, even to
hi nsel f.

She did not answer. O, rather, she answered by sliding |ong fingers
across Kassad's chest, ripping away the | eather thongs which bound the
rough vest. Her hands found his shirt. It was soaked w th bl ood and

ri pped hal fway down the front. The worman ripped it open the rest O the
way. She nmoved agai nst himnow, her fingers and |lips on his chest, hips
al ready begi nning to nove.

Her fight hand found the cords to his trouser front, ripped themfree.

Kassad hel ped her pull off the rest of his clothes, renmoved hers with
three fluid novenents. She wore nothing under her shirt and
coarse-cloth trousers.

Kassad's hand slid between her thighs, behind her, cupped her noving
buttocks, pulled her closer, and slid to the npist roughness in front.
She opened to him her nouth closing on his. Sonmehow, with all of their
noti on and di srobing, their skin never lost contact. Kassad felt

hi s own excitement rubbing against the cusp of her belly.

She rol |l ed above himthen, her thighs astride his hips, her gaze stil

| ocked with his. Kassad had never been so excited. He gasped as her

ri ght hand went behind her, found him guided himinto her. Wen he
opened his eyes again she was noving slowy, her head back, eyes closed.
Kassad's hands noved up her sides to cup her perfect breasts. N pples
har dened agai nst his pal ns.

They made | ove then. Kassad, at twenty-three standard years, had been
in |love once and had enjoyed sex many times. He thought he knew the way
and the why of it. There was nothing in his experience to that nonent
whi ch he coul d not have described with a phrase and a laugh to his
squadmates in the hold of a troop transport.

Wth the calm sure cynicismof a twenty-three-year-old veteran he was
sure that he woul d never experience anything that could not be so

descri bed, so dism ssed. He was wong. He could never adequately share
the sense of the next few mnutes with anyone el se. He would never try.

They made |l ove in a sudden shaft of late October light with a carpet of

| eaves and cl othes beneath themand a filmof blood and sweat oiling the
sweet friction between them Her green eyes stared down at Kassad,

wi deni ng slightly when he began noving quickly, closing at the sane



second he cl osed his.

They noved together then in the sudden tide of sensation as old and

i nevitabl e as the novenent of worlds: pulses racing, flesh quickening
with its own noist purposes, a further, final rising together, the world
receding to nothing at all - and then, still joined by touch and
heartbeat and the fading thrill of passion, allow ng consciousness to
slide back to separate flesh while the world flowed in through forgotten
senses.

They lay next to each other. The dead man's arnmor was col d agai nst
Kassad's left, arm her thigh warm against his right leg. The sunlight
was a benediction.

Hi dden colors rose to the surface of things. Kassad turned his head and
gazed at her as she rested her head on his shoulder. Her cheeks

glowed with flush and autumm light and her hair lay |ike copper threads
al ong the flesh

of his arm She curved her leg over his thigh and Kassad felt the
cl ockwi se stirring of renewed passion. The sun was warmon his face. He
cl osed his eyes.

VWen he awoke she was gone. He was certain that only seconds had passed
- no nore than a mnute, certainly -but the sunlight was gone, colors
had fl owed out of the forest, and a cool evening breeze noved bare
branches.

Kassad dressed in torn clothes made stiff w th bl ood.

The French man-at-arns lay still and rigid in the unsel fconscious
attitude of death. He already seened inanimte, a part of the forest.
There was no sign whatsoever of the woman.

Fedmahn Kassad !inmPed his way back through the woods, evening gl oom and
a sudden, chilling drizzle.

The battlefield still held people, living and dead. The dead lay in
heaps like the piles of toy soldiers Kassad had played with as a child.
Wbounded nen noved slowly with the help of friends. Here and there
furtive forns picked their way anong the dead, and near the opposite
tree line a lively group of heralds, both French and English, net in
concl ave with nmuch pointing and ani mated conversati on

Kassad knew that they had to deci de upon a nane for the battle so that
their respective records would agree. He also knew that they would
settle on the nane of the nearest castle, Agincourt, even though it had
figured in neither strategy nor battle.

Kassad was beginning to think that this was no sinulation, that his life
in the Wrldweb was the dreamand that this gray day had to be reality,
when suddenly the entire scene froze with outlines of human fi gures,
horses, and the darkening forest becom ng as transparent as a fading
hol o. And then Kassad was bei ng hel Ped out of his simulation creche at
the A ynmpus Conmand School and the other cadets and instructors were
rising, talking, laughing with one another - all seeningly unaware that
the worl d had changed forever.



For weeks Kassad sPent every free hour wandering the Comrand Schoo
grounds, watching fromthe ranparts as the eveni ng shadow of Mns
A ynmpus covered first

the Plateau forest, then the heavily settled highlands, then everything
hal fway to the horizon, and then all the world. And every second he
t hought about what had hapPened. He thought about her

No one el se had noticed anything strange in the sinulation

No one else had left the battlefield. One instructor explained that
not hi ng beyond the battlefield ex/sted in that particular segment of the
simulation. No one had m ssed Kassad. It was as if the incident in the
forest - and the wonman - had never happened.

Kassad knew better. He attended his classes on military history and

mat hematics. He put in his hours at the firing range and gym He

wal ked of f barracks puni shnents on the Cal dera Quadrangl e, although
these were rare. |n general, young Kassad becane an even nore excellent
of ficer cadet than he had been. But all the while he waited.

And then she came again.
Again it was in the final hours of an OCS: HTN si nul ati on.

By then Kassad had | earned that the exerci ses were sonething nore than
mere sinmulations. The OCS:HIN was part of the Worldweb Al Thing, the
real -time network which governed Hegenmony politics, fed information to
tens of billions of data-hungry citizens, and had evol ved a form of
aut onony and consci ousness all its own. Mre than a hundred and fifty
pl anet ary data-spheres mngled their resources within the franmework
created by six thousand onega-class Als to allow the OCS:HIN to
function.

' The HTN stuff doesn't simulate,' whined Cadet Radinski, the best Al
exPert Kassad could find and bribe to explain, '"it dreans, dreans with
the best historical accuracy in the Wb - way beyond the sumof its
parts 'cause it plugs in holistic insight as well as facts - and when it
dreanms, it lets us dreamwth it."

Kassad had not understood but he had believed. And then she cane again

In the First US-Vietnam War they nmade |l ove in the aftermath of an anmbush
during the darkness and terror of a night patrol. Kassad wore rough
canouf | age

cl othes- with no underwear because of the jungle crotch rot - and a
steel hel net not much nore advanced than those at Agincourt. She wore
bl ack paj anas and sandal s, the universal garb of the Southeast Asian
peasant .

And the Viet Cong. Then neither of themwore anything as they nade | ove
standing in the night, her back against a tree and her | egs w apped
around him while beyond themthe world exploded in the green gl ow of
perinmeter flares and the sputter-crack of claynores.



She came to himon the second day of Gettysburg and agai n at Borodi no,
where the clouds of powder snmoke hung above the piles of bodies like a
vapor congeal ed from departing soul s.

They made |l ove in the shattered hulk of an APC in Hellas Basin while the
hovertank battle still raged and the red dust of the approachi ng sinoon
scraped and shrieked at the titaniumhull. 'Tell nme your name,' he had
whi spered in Standard. She shook her head. 'Are you real- outside the
simul ati on?" he asked in the Japanese-English of that era. She had
nodded and | eaned closer to kiss him

They lay together in a sheltered place anbng the ruins of Brasilia while
deat hbeans from Chi nese EMVs pl ayed |i ke blue searchlights on broken
ceram c walls.

During an unnaned battle after a siege of a forgotten tower city on the
Russi an steppes, he pulled her back into the shattered room where they
had made | ove, and he whi Spered, '|I want to stay with you." She touched
his lips with a finger and shook her head. After the evacuation of New
Chi cago, as they lay on the hundredth-fl oor bal cony where Kassad had set
his sniper's nest for the last US President's hopel ess rear-guard
action, he placed his hand on the warm fl esh between her breasts and
said, 'Can you ever join nme... out there?" She touched his cheek with
her pal mand smil ed.

During the |ast year in Conmand School there were only five OCS: HTN sins
as the cadets' training shifted to live field exercises. Sonetines, as
when Kitssad was strapped into the tactical command chair during a
battal i on-si zed drop onto Ceres, he closed his eyes, |ooked between the
primary-col ored geographi es of the

cortically generated tactical/terrain nmatrix, and felt a sense of..
soneone? O her? He was not sure.

And then she did not conme again. Not in the final nonths of work. Not
in the final sinulation of the great Coal Sack Battle where Genera
Horace d ennon-Height's nmutiny was defeated. Not during the parades and
parties of graduation, nor as the class marched in a final O ynpian
revi ew before the Hegenony CEO, saluting fromhis red-lit levitation
deck.

And there was no tinme even for dream ng as the young officers farcast to
Earth's Moon for the Masada Cerenpny, farcast again to Tau Ceti Center
for their formal swearing-in to FORCE, and then they were finished.

Second Li eutenant Cadet Kassad becane Lieutenant Kassad, spent three
standard weeks free in the Web with a FORCE-issued universal card which
allow himto farcast as far and as frequently as he w shed, and then he
was shi pped out to the Hegenpny Col onial Service training school on
Lusus to prepare for active duty beyond the Wb. He was sure that he
woul d never see her again.

He was wrong.
Fedmahn Kassad had grown up in a culture of poverty and sudden death. As

a nenber of the minority who still called thensel ves Pal estini ans, he
and his famly had lived in the slunms of Tharsis, human testinmony to the



bitter legacy of the termnally di spossessed. Every Palestinian in the
Wor | dweb and beyond carried the cul -turai nenory of a century of
struggl e capped by a nmonth of nationalist triunph before the Nucl ear

Ji had of 2038 wiped it all away. Then came their second Diaspora, this
one lasting five centuries and | eading to dead-end desert worlds |ike
Mars, their dreamburied with the death of A d Earth.

Kassad, |like the .other boys of the South Tharsis Rel ocation Canps,
either ran with gangs or faced the option of being prey to every

sel f-proclaimed predator in the canps. He chose to run with the gangs.
Kassad had killed another youth by the tine he was sixteen standard
years ol d.

If Mars was known for anything in the Wrldweb, it

was for hunting in the Mariner Valley, Schrauder's Zen Massif in Hellas
Basin, and the O ynpus Command School. Kassad did not have to travel to
Mariner Valley to |earn about hunting and being hunted, he had no
interest in Zen Gnosticism and as a teenager he felt nothing but
contenpt for the unifornmed cadets who came fromevery part of the Wb to
train for FORCE

He joined with his peers in sneering at the New Bushido as a code for
faggots, but an ancient vein of honor in the young Kassad' s sou

secretly resonated to the thought of a samurai class whose |ife and work
revol ved around duty, self-respect, and the ultinmate val ue of one's

wor d.

VWhen Kassad was ei ghteen, a Tharsis Province higher circuit judge

of fered himthe choice of a Martian year at polar work canp or

vol unteering for the John Carter Brigade then formng to help FORCE put
down the resurgent d ennon-Hei ght Rebellion in the O ass Three col oni es.
Kassad vol unteered and di scovered that he enjoyed the discipline and
cleanliness of nilitary life, even though the John Carter Brigade saw
only garrison duty within the Web and was di ssol ved shortly after

G ennon-Hei ght's cl oned grandson di ed on Renai ssance.

Two days after his nineteenth birthday, Kassad applied to FORCE: ground
and was turned down. He

went on a nine-day drunk, awoke in one of the deeper hive tunnels of
Lusus with his mlitary cornlog inplant stolen - by sonmeone who
apparently had taken a correspondence course in surgery-his universa
card and farcaster access revoked, and his head exploring new frontiers
of pain.

Kassad worked on Lusus for a standard year, saving over six thousand
mar ks and al | owi ng physical labor in the 1.3-ES gravity to put an end to
his Martian frail ness.

By the time he used his savings to ship out to Maul - Covenant on an
ancient solar sail freighter with jury-rigged Hawki ng drives, Kassad was
still lean and tall by Web standards, but what ruscles there were worked
wonderful ly well by anyone's standards.

He arrived on Mani-Covenant three days before the vicious and unpopul ar
| sl and War began there, and eventually the FORCE: conbi ned comrander at



Firstsite

got so tired of seeing the young Kassad waiting in his outer office that
he allowed the boy to enlist in the 23rd Supply Regi nent as an assi st ant
hydrofoil driver. El even standard nonths |ater, Corporal Fedmahn Kassad
of the Twelfth Mobile Infantry Battalion had received two Distinguished
Service Clusters, a Senate Commendation for valor in the Equatoria

Ar chi pel ago canpai gn, and two Purple Hearts. He was al so tapped for
FORCE command school and shi pped Webward on t he next convoy.

Kassad dreaned of her often. He had never |earned her name, she had
never spoken, but he coul d have recogni zed her touch and scent in tota
dar kness anong a thousand others. He thought of her as Mystery.

When ot her young of ficers went whoring or seeking girlfriends in the
i ndi geni e popul ati ons, Kassad would remain on base or take |ong wal ks
t hrough strange cities.

He kept his obsession with Mystery secret, knowing full well howit
woul d read on a psych report. Sonetines, on bivouac under nultiple
noons or in the wonblike zero-g of a troop transport hold, Kassad woul d
realize howinsane his love affair with a phantomtruly was. But then
he woul d recall the small nole under her |eft breast which he had kissed
one night, feeling her heartbeat under his lips as the ground itself
shook fromthe firing of the big guns near Verdun. He would renmenber
the inmpatient gesture with which she brushed back her hair as her cheek
rested on his thigh. And the young officers would go to town or to the
huts near the base, and Fedmahn Kassad woul d read another history book
or jog along the perimeter or run tactical strategies on his com og.

It was not |ong before Kassad cane to the attention of his superiors.

During the undeclared war with the Free Mners in the Lanmbert Ring
Territories, it was Lieutenant Kassad who led the surviving infantry
troops and Marine guards in cutting through the bottom of the old
asteroid bore shaft on Peregrine to evacuate the Hegenony consul ate
staff and citizens.

But it was during the short reign of the New Prophet

on Qm Ri yadh that Captain Fednahn Kassad came to the attention of the
entire \Web.

The FORCE: space captain of the only Hegenony ship within two | eap years
of the colony world had been paying a courtesy call when the New Prophet
chose to lead thirty mllion New Order Shi'ites against two continents
of Suni shopkeepers and ninety thousand resi dent Hegermony infidels. The
ship's captain and five of his executive officers were taken prisoner
Urgent fatline nessages from Tau Ceti Center denanded that the ranking
of ficer aboard the orbiting HS Deni eve settle the situation on
Qm Ri yadh, free all hostages, and depose the New Prophet .

wi thout resorting to the use of nuclear weapons within the planet's

at nosphere. The Deni eve was an aging orbital defense picket. It
carried no nucl ear weapons that could be used w thin an atnosphere.

The ranking officer on board was FORCE: conbi ned Captai n Fedmahn Kassad.



On the third day of the revolution, Kassad | anded the Denieve's single
assault boat in the nain courtyard of the Grand Mbsque at Mashhad. He
and the other thirty-four FORCE troopers watched as the nob grew to
three hundred thousand militants kept at bay only by the boat's

contai nnent field and the |ack of an order to attack by the New Prophet.
The New Prophet hinself was no longer in the G and Mdsque; he had fl own
to the northern hem sphere of Riyadh to join in the victory cel ebrations
t here.

Two hours after he | anded, Captain Kassad stepped out of his ship and
broadcast a short announcenent. He said that he had been raised as a
Muslim He al so announced that interpretation of the Koran since the
Shi'ites' seedship days had definitely shown that the God of I|slamwould
neit her condone nor allow the slaughter of the innocent, no matter how
many ji hads were proclainmed by tinhorn heretics |like the New Prophet.
Captai n Kassad gave the leaders of the thirty nmillion zealots three
hours to surrender their hostages and return to their homes on the
desert continent of Qom

In the first three days of the revolution the arm es of the New Prophet
had occupi ed nbst of the cities on two

continents and had taken nore than twenty-seven thousand Hegenony
hostages. Firing squads had been busy day and ni ght settling ancient

t heol ogi cal disputes and it was estinmated that at |east a quarter of a
mllion Sunis had been slaughtered in the first two days of the New
Prophet's occupation. In response to Kassad's ultimtum the New
Prophet announced that all of the infidels would be put to death

i mediately following his live television address fhat evening. He also
ordered an attack on Kassad's assault boat.

Avoi di ng hi gh expl osi ves because of the Grand Mdsque, the Revol utionary
Guard used automatic weapons, crude energy cannon, plasm charges, and
human wave attacks. The containment field held.

The New Prophet's tel evised address began fifteen m nutes before
Kassad's ultinmatumran out. The New Prophet agreed with Kassad's
statement that Allah would horribly punish heretics but announced that
it was the Hegenony infidels who would be so punished. It was the only
time the New Prophet ever had been seen to | ose his tenper on canera
Scream ng, saliva flying, he ordered the human wave attacks to be
renewed on the grounded assault boat. He announced that at that nonent
a dozen fission bonbs were being assenbl ed at the occupi ed Power for
Peace reactor in All. Wth these, the forces of Allah would be carried
into space itself. The first fission bonb, he explained, would be used
on the infidel Kassad's satanic assault boat that very afternoon

The New Prophet then began to explain exactly how t he Hegenony host ages
woul d be executed, but at that noment Kassad's deadline ran out.

Qom Ri yadh was, by its own choice and the accident of its distant

| ocation, a technically primtive world. But the inhabitants were not
so primtive that they did not have an active datasphere. Nor were the
revol uti onary mullahs who had |l ed the invasion so opposed to the ' G eat
Sat an of Hegenony Science' that they refused to tie into the gl obal data
net with their personal cornl ogs.



The HS Deni eve had seeded enough spysats so that by 1729 hours
Qm Ri yadh Central Tine, the datasphere had been tapped to the point
t hat the Hegenony ship had

identified sixteen thousand ei ght hundred and thirty revol utionary
nui | ahs by their access codes. At 1729:30 hours the spysats began
feeding their real-time targeting data to the twenty-one perineter
defense sats which Kassad's assault boat had left in low orbit. These
orbital defense weapons were so old that the Denieve's mission had been
to return themto the Wb for safe destruction.

Kassad had suggested another use for them

At precisely 1730 hours, nineteen of the snmall satellites detonated
their fusion cores. In the nanoseconds before their self-destruction
the resulting X rays were focused, ainmed, and released in sixteen

t housand ei ght hundred and thirty invisible but very coherent beans. The
anci ent defense sats were not designed for atnospheric use and had an

ef fective destructive radius of less than a mllineter.

Luckily, that was all that was needed. Not all of the targeting beans
penetrat ed whatever stood between the mu!lahs and the sky. Fifteen
t housand seven hundred and ei ghty-four did.

The effect was i medi ate and dramatic. In each case the target's brain
and cerebral fluid boiled, turned to vapor, and bl ew the encasing skul
to bits. The New Prophet was in the mddle of his live, planetw de
broadcast - literally in the mddle of pronouncing the word 'heretic' -
when 1730 hours arrived.

For alnost two minutes the TV screens and walls around the pl anet
carried the i mage of the New Prophet's headl ess body sl unped over the
m crophone. Then Fedmahn Kassad cut in on all bands to announce that
hi s next deadline was one hour away and that any actions agai nst the
host ages would be net with a nore dramatic

denonstration of Allah's displeasure.
There were no reprisals.

That night, in orbit around QOm Ri yadh, Mystery visited Kassad for the
first time since his cadet days. He was asleep but the visit was nore
than a dream and less than the alternative reality of the OCS: HTN si ms.
The wonman and he were |lying together under a |light blanket beneath a
broken roof. Her skin was warm and el ectric, her face little nore than
a pale outline against nighttine darkness. Overhead the stars had just
begun to fade into

the false light of predawn. Kassad realized that she was trying to
speak to him her soft lips fornmed words which were just bel ow the

t hreshol d of Kassad's hearing. He pulled back a second in order to see
her face better and, in so doing, |ost contact conpletely. He awoke in
his sl eep webbing with noisture on his cheeks and the hum of the ship's
systenms soundi ng as strange to himas the breathing of some

hal f - awakened beast.

Ni ne standard ship weeks | ater, Kassad stood before a FORCE



court-martial review on Freeholm He had known when he made his
deci si on on Qom Ri yadh that his superiors would have no choice but to
crucify or pronmote him

FORCE prided itself on preparing itself for all contingencies in the Wb
or the colonial regions, but nothing had properly prepared it for the
Battle of South Bressia and its inplications for the New Bushi do.

The New Bushi do Code whi ch governed Col onel Kassad's |ife had evol ved
out of the necessity for the mlitary class to survive. After the
obscenities of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries on
Ad Earth, when mlitary | eaders had committed their nations to
strategi es wherein entire civilian populations were legitimte targets
while their unifornmed executioners sat safe in self-contained bunkers
fifty neters under the earth, the repugnance of the surviving civilians
was so great that for nore than a century the word "mlitary' was an
invitation to a |ynching.

As the New Bushi do evolved it conbined the age-old concepts of honor and
i ndi vidual courage with the need to spare civilians whenever possible.

It also saw the wi sdom of returning to the pre-Napol eonic concepts of
small, 'nontotal' wars with defined goals and proscri bed excesses. The
Code denmanded a forsaking of nucl ear weapons and strategic bonbing
canpaigns in all but the nbpst extrene cases but, nore than that, it
demanded a return to O d Earth nmedi eval concepts of set battles between
smal |, professional forces at a nutually agreed upon tinme in a place
where destruction of public and private property would be kept to a

m ni mum

This Code worked well for the first four centuries of post-Hegira
expansion. The fact that essential technol ogies were essentially frozen
in place for three of those centuries worked in the Hegenony's favor as
its monopoly on the use of farcasters allowed it to apply the nodest
resources of FORCE at the right place in the required anmount of tinme.
Even when separated by the inevitable |leap years of time-debt, no
colonial or independent world could hope to match the power of the
Hegermony. Incidents .such as the political rebellion on Mui-Covenant,
with its unique guerrilla warfare, or the religious insanity on
Qm Ri yadh were put down quickly and firmy and any excesses in the
canpai gns nerely pointed out the inportance of returning to the strict
Code of the New Bushido. But for all of FORCE s cal cul ations and
preparations, no one had adequately planned on the inevitable
confrontation with the Qusters.

The Qusters had been the single external threat to the Hegenony for the
four centuries since the forebears of the barbarian hordes had left So
Systemin their crude fleet of leaking ONeill cities, tunbling
asteroi ds, and experinmental conet farmclusters. Even after the Qusters
acqui red the Hawking drive, it remained official Hegenony policy to
ignore themas long as their swarnms stayed in the darkness between the
stars and limted their in-system plunderings to scooping snall anpunts
of hydrogen from gas giants and water ice from uni nhabited noons.

The early Qutback skirm shes such as Bent's World and GHC 2990 were
consi dered aberrations, of little interest to the Hegenobny. Even the
pitched battle for Lee Three had been treated as a Col onial Service
probl em and when the FORCE task force arrived six |local years after the



attack, five years after the Qusters departed, any atrocities were
conveniently forgotten in favor of the view that no barbarian raid would
repeat itself when the Hegenony chose to flex its nuscle.

In the decades which foll owed Lee Three, FORCE and Quster space'forces
skirm shed in a hundred border

areas, but except for the odd Marine encounters in airless, weightless
pl aces, there were no infantry confrontations.

Stories in the Wrl dweb proliferated: the Qusters would never be a
threat to Earthlike worlds because of their three centuries of
adaptation to weight-1essness; the Qusters had evol ved i nto sonethi ng
nmore -or less - than human; the Qusters did not have farcaster

technol ogy, woul d never have it, and thus never woul d.

be a threat to FORCE. Then cane Bressi a.

Bressia was one of those snug, independent worlds, pleased with both its
conveni ent access to the Wb and its eight-nonth separation fromit,
growing rich fromthe export of dianonds, burr root, and its unequal ed
coffee, coyly refusing to becone a colony world but still dependent upon
t he Hegenmony Protectorate and Common Market to neet its soaring economc
goals. As with nost such worlds, Bressia was proud of its Self-defense
Force: twelve torchships, a refitted attack carrier which had been
deconmmi ssi oned by FORCE: space half a century earlier, twoscore or nore
of small, fast orbital patrol vessels, a standing arnmy of ninety

t housand vol unteers, a respectabl e oceangoi ng navy, and a store of

nucl ear weapons stockpiled purely for symbolic purposes.

The Quster Hawki ng wake had been noticed by Hegenony nonitoring stations
but was msinterpreted as nerely another swarm nigrati on which woul d
pass no closer than half a light-year to the Bressian system

Instead, with a single course correction which was not detected unti
the swarmwas within the O6rt cloud radius, the Qusters fell on Bressia
like sonme O d Testanent plague. A mininumof seven standard nonths
separated Bressia fromany Hegenony rescue or response.

Bressia's space force was obliterated within the first twenty hours of
fighting. The Quster swarmthen put nore than three thousand ships into
Bressia's cislunar space and began the systenmatic reduction of al

pl anet ary def enses.

The worl d had been settled by no-nonsense Central Europeans in the first
wave of the Hegira, and its two continents bore the prosaic nanmes of
North Bressia and

South Bressia. North Bressia held desert, high tundra, and six najor
cities housing nostly burr-root harvesters and petrol eum engi neers.
South Bressia, nmuch nore tenperate in clinmte and geography, was the
hone for nost of the world's four hundred m|lion people and the huge
cof fee plantations.

As if to denonstrate what war had once been about, the Qusters scoured
North Bressia - first with several hundred fallout-free nucl ear weapons
and tactical plasma bonbs, then with deathbeans, and finally with



tailored viruses. Only a handful of the fourteen mllion residents
escaped. South Bressia received no bonbardnent except for the |ancing
of specific mlitary targets, airports, and the |arge harbor at Sol no.

FORCE doctrine held that, while a world could be reduced fromorbit,
actual nmilitary invasion of an industrialized planet was an

i mpossibility; the problems with |anding |ogistics, the i mense area to
be occupi ed, and the unwi el dy size of the invading army were considered
to be the ultinmate argunments agai nst invasion

The Qusters obviously had not read the FORCE doctrine books. On the
twenty-third day of the investiture, nore than two thousand dropshi ps
and assault boats fell on South Bressia. Wat was |left of the Bressian
air force was destroyed in those first hours of the invasion. Two

nucl ear' devices were actually detonated agai nst Quster staging areas:
the first was deflected by energy fields and the second destroyed a

si ngl e scoutship which nmay have been a decoy.

Qusters, it turned out, had changed physically in three centuries. They
did prefer zero-gravity environnments.

But their nobile infantry's powered exoskel etons served very well and it
was only, a matter of days before the bl ack-clad, long-linmbed Custer
troops were swarm ng over South Bressia's cities |like an infestation of
gi ant spiders.

The | ast organi zed resistance coll apsed on the nineteenth day of the
i nvasi on. Buckm nster, the capital, fell the same day. The |ast
fatline message fromBressia to the Hegenony was cut off in

m d-transm ssion an hour after Quster troops entered the city.

Col onel Fedmahn Kassad arrived with FORCE Fl eet One twenty-nine standard
weeks later. Thirty omega-class torchships protecting a single,
farcaster-equi pped JunpShip penetrated the system at hi gh speed. The
singularity sphere was activated three hours after spin-down and ten
hours after that there were four hundred FORCE ships of the Iine in
system The counterinvasi on began twenty-one hours |ater

Those were the mat hematics of the first mnutes of the Battle of

Bressia. For Kassad, the nenory of those days and weeks hel d not

mat henatics but the terrible beauty of conbat. It was the first tine
JunpsShi ps had been used on anyt hi ng above a division | evel and there was
t he expected confusion. Kassad went through fromfive |ight-m nutes out
and fell into gravel and yellow dust because. the assault boat
farcaster portal was facing down a steep incline nmade slick with nud and
the bl ood of the first squads through. Kassad lay in the nud and | ooked
down the hillside at madness. Ten of the seventeen farcaster assault
boats were down and burning, scattered across the foothills and
plantation fields |ike broken toys. The containment fields of the
surviving boats were shrinking under an onsl aught of missile and CPB
fire that turned the landing areas into donmes of orange flane. Kassad's
tactical display was a hopel ess ness; his visor showed a garbl e of

i npossible fire vectors, blinking red phosphors where FORCE troops |ay
dyi ng, and overlays of Quster jamm ng ghosts. Soneone was scream ng
'Ch, goddammit! Goddanmmt! ©Oh, goddanmmit!" on his prinmary comrand
circuit and the inplants registered a void where Command G oup's data
shoul d be.



An enlisted man hel ped hi mup, Kassad flicked mud off his conmmand wand
and got out of the way of the next squad farcasting through, and the war
was on.

Fromhis first mnutes on South Bressia, Kassad realized that the New
Bushi do was dead. Eighty thousand superbly armed and trained

FORCE: ground troops advanced fromtheir staging areas, seeking battle in
an unpopul ated place. Quster forces retreated behind a line

of scorched earth, |leaving only booby traps and dead civilians. FORCE
used farcasters to out maneuver the eneny, to force himto fight. The
Qusters responded with a barrage of nucl ear and plasma weapons, pinning
t he ground troops under forcefields while the Quster infantry retreated
to prepared 'defenses around cities and dropship staging areas.

There were no quick victories in space to shift the balance on South
Bressia. Despite feints and occasional fierce battles, the Qusters
retai ned conplete control of everything within three AU of Bressia.
FORCE: space units fell back and concentrated on keeping the fleet within
farcaster range and protecting the primary JunpShip.

VWhat had been. forecast as a two-day battle ground on for thirty days,
then sixty. Warfare had been thrown back to the twentieth or
twenty-first century: long, grimcanpaigns fought through the brick dust
of ruined cities over the corpses of civilians. The eighty thousand
original FORCE troops were ground up, reinforced with a hundred thousand
nore, and were still being deci mated when the call went out for two
hundr ed t housand nore.

Only the grimresolve of Meina G adstone and a dozen ot her determ ned
senators kept the war alive and the troops dying while the billions of
voi ces of the Al Thing and the Al Advisory Council called for

di sengagenent .

Kassad had understood the change of tactics alnpbst at once. His
street-fighting instincts had risen to the forefront even before nost of
his division was wi ped out in the Battle of the Stoneheap. While other
FORCE commanders were all but ceasing to function, frozen into

i ndecision by this violation of the New Bushido, Kassad - in conmand of
his regiment and in tenporary command of his division after the nuking
of Command Group Delta - was trading nmen for tinme and calling for the
rel ease of fusion weapons to spearhead his own counterattack. By the
time the Qusters withdrew ninety-seven days after the FORCE 'rescue' of
Bressia, Kassad had earned the doubl e-edged ni ckname of the Butcher of
South Bressia. It was runored that even his own troops were afraid of
hi m

And Kassad dreanmed of her with dreans that were nore - and |l ess - than
dr eans.

On the last night of the Battle for Stoneheap, in the nmaze of dark
tunnel s where Kassad and his hunter-killer groups used sonics and T-5
gas to flush out the |last warrens of Quster conmmandos, the Col onel fel
asleep anmid the flame and screans and felt the touch of her long fingers
on his cheek and the soft conpression of her breasts against him



When they entered New Vienna on the nmorning after the space strike
Kassad had called in, the troops follow ng the glass-snooth,
twenty-nmeter-wi de burn grooves into the lanced city, Kassad had stared
wi t hout blinking at the rows of human heads |ying on the pavenent,
carefully lined up as if to welcone the rescuing FORCE troops with their
accusatory stares. Kassad had returned to his conmand EMV, closed the
hatches, and - curling up in the warm darkness snelling of rubber

heat ed pl astics, charged ions - had heard her whi spers over the babble
of the C3 channels and inpl ant codi ng.

On the night before the Quster retreat, Kassad |left the command
conference on the HS Brazil, farcast to his HQin the Indelibles north
of the Hyne Valley, and took his command car to the sunmit to watch the
final bonbardnent.

The nearest of the tactical nuclear strikes was forty-five kiloneters
away. The plasnma bonbs bl ossoned |i ke orange and bl ood-red fl owers
planted in a perfect grid.

Kassad counted nore than two hundred dancing col ums of green |ight as
the hellwhip lances ripped the broad plateau to shreds. And even before
he slept, while he sat on the flare skirt of the EMW and shook pal e
afteri mages fromhis eyes, she cane. She wore a pale blue dress and

wal ked lightly between the dead burr-root plants on the hillside.

The breeze lifted the hemof the soft fabric of her dress. Her face and
arns were pale, alnpbst translucent. She called his nane -

hecoul dal nost heart hewor ds - andt hent hesec-ond wave of bonbardnment roll ed
in across the plain below himand everything was |ost in noise and
flame.

As tends to be the case in a universe apparently ruled by irony, Fednmahn
Kassad passed unscat hed through ninety°® seven days of the worst fighting
t he Hegermony had ever

seen, only to be wounded two days after the last of the Qusters had
retreated to their fleeing swarnships. He was in the Civic Center
Bui |l di ng in Buckmi nster, one of only three buildings |left standing in
the city, giving curt answers to stupid questions froma Wrl dweb

newst eep when a pl asma booby trap no larger than a mcrosw tch expl oded
fifteen floors above, blew the newsteep and two of Kassad's aides
through a ventilator grille into the street beyond, and dropped the
buil di ng on him

Kassad was nedevacked to division HQ and then far-cast to the JunmpShip
now in orbit around Bressia's second noon. There he was resuscitated
and put on full life support while the nmlitary brass and Hegenony
politicians decided what to do with him

Because of the farcaster connection and the real-tinme nmedia coverage of
Bressia, Col onel Fednmahn Kassad had becone somewhat of a cause cdibre.
Those billions who had been appall ed by the unprecedented savagery of
the South Bressia campai gn woul d have been pleased to see Kassad
court-martialed or tried for war crinmes. CEO d adstone and many ot hers
consi dered Kassad and the ot her FORCE comranders as saviors.

In the end, Kassad was put on a hospital spinship for the slowtrip back



to the Web. Since nobst of the physical repair would be done in fugue
anyway, it made sonme sense to let the old hospital ships work on the
seriously wounded and the revivable dead. By the time Kassad and

' the other patients reached the Wrl dweb, they would be ready for
active duty. More inportantly, Kassad woul d have accrued a tine-debt of
at | east eighteen standard nmonths and what ever controversy surrounded
him m ght well be over by that tinme.

Kassad awoke to see the dark shape of a woman bendi ng over him For a
second he was sure that it was her, and

then he realized that it was aFORCE nedi c.
"Am | dead?" he whispered.

"You were. You're on the HS Merrick. You've been through resuscitation
and renewal several tines but you probably don't. remenber because of
t he fugue hangover.

We're ready to start the next step in physica
therapy. Do you feel like trying to wal k?"

Kassad lifted his armto cover his eyes. Even through the

di sorientation of fugue state, he now renenbered the pai nful therapy
sessions, the long hours in the RNA virus baths, and the surgery. Most
of all the surgery.

"What's our route?" he asked, still shielding his eyes. 'I forget how
we're getting back to the Wb."

The nedic smled as if this were a question he asked each time he cane
out of fugue. Perhaps it was. 'W'Il be putting in at Hyperion and
Garden,' she said. 'W're just entering the orbit of..."

The wonan was interrupted by the sound of the end of the world - great
brass trunmpets bl owi ng, metal ripping, furies screaming. Kassad rolled
of f the bed, wapping the mattress around himas he fell in the

one-si xth g.

Hurricane wi nds slid himacross the deck and hurled pitchers, trays,
bedcl ot hes, books, bodies, netal instruments, and countl ess other
objects at him Men and wonen were screaning, their voices rising
through falsetto as the air rushed out of the ward. Kassad felt the
mattress slaminto the wall; he | ooked out between clenched fists.

A meter fromhim a football-sized spider with wildly waving | egs was
trying to force itself into a crack which had suddenly appeared in the
bul khead. The thing's jointless |egs seened to be swatting at the paper
and other detritus whirling around it. The spider rotated and Kassad
realized that it was the head of the nedic; she had been decapitated in
the initial explosion. Her long hair withed at Kassad's face. Then
the crack widened to the width of a fist and the head di sappeared
through it.

Kassad pulled hinself up just as the boomarmquit spinning and 'up



ceased to be. The only forces nowin play were the hurricane w nds

still flinging everything in the ward toward the cracks and gaps in the
bul khead and t he sickening lurch and tunble of the ship. Kassad swam
against it all, pulling hinmself toward the door to the boom arm

corridor, using every handhold he could find, kicking free the last five
neters. A nmetal tray struck himabove the eye; a corpse with
henorrhaged eyes al nost tunbled himback into the ward. The airtight
ener gency

doors were slaming uselessly into a dead Mari ne whose spacesuited body
bl ocked the seal fromclosing. Kassad rolled through into the boom arm
shaft and pulled the corpse after him The door seal ed behind him but
there was no nore air in the shaft than there had been in the ward.
Sonmewhere a klaxon's screamthinned to inaudibility.

Kassad al so screanmed, trying to relieve the pressure so that his |ungs
and eardruns would not burst. The boomarmwas still draining air; he
and the corpse were being sucked the hundred and thirty neters to the
mai n body of the ship. He and the dead Marine tunbled al ong the
boomarm shaft in a grisly waltz.

It took Kassad twenty seconds to slap open the enmergency rel eases on the
Marine's suit, another mnute to eject the man's corpse and to get his
own body in. He was at least ten centinmeters taller than the dead nan,
and al though the suit was built to allow sone expansion, it stil

pi nched painfully at his neck and wrists and knees.

The hel met squeezed his forehead |ike a cushioned vise.

CGobbets of blood and a noist white material clung to tbe inside of the
visor. The piece of shrapnel which had killed the Marine had |eft
entrance and exit holes, but tbe suit had done its best to seal itself.
Most of the chest lights were red and the suit did not respond when
Kassad ordered it to give a status report, but the rebreather worked,
al t hough with a worryi ng rasp.

Kassad tried the suit radio. Nothing, not even background static. He
found the com og | ead, jacked into a hull ternex. Nothing. The ship
pi tched again then, netal reverberating to a succession of blows, and
Kassad was thrown against the wall of the boomarmshaft. One of the
transport cages tunbled by, its severed cables whipping Iike the
tentacl es of an agitated sea anenpbne. There were corpses in the cage
and nore bodies tangled along the segments of spiral staircase stil
intac along the shaft wall. Kassad kicked the remaining distance to the
end of the shaft and found all of the airtight doors there sealed, the
boom arm shaft itself irised shut, but there were holes in the primary
bul khead | arge enough to drive a commercial EWMV through

The ship lurched again and began to tunble nore wildly, inmparting
conpl ex new Coriolis forces to Kassad and everything else in the shaft.
Kassad hung on torn netal and pulled hinself through a rent in the
triple hull of the HS Merrick

He al nost | aughed when he saw the interior. Woever had | anced the old
hospital ship had done it right, chopping and stabbing the hull with
CPBs until pressure seals failed, self-seal units ruptured
danmage-control renotes overloaded, and the interior bul kheads col | apsed.



Then the eneny ship had put missiles into the guts of the hulk with
war heads o f what the FORCE: space people quaintly called canister shot.
The effect had been quite sinmlar to setting off an anti personne
grenade in a crowded rat naze.

Li ghts shone t hrough a thousand hol es, here and there becom ng colorfu
rays where they found a colloidal base in floating haze of dust or bl ood
or lubricant. From where Kassad hung, twisting with the lurch and
tumbl e of the ship, he could see a score or nore of bodies, naked and
torn, each noving with the deceptive underwater-ballet grace of the
zero-gravity dead. Mst of the corpses floated within their own snal
sol ar systens of blood and tissue. Several of them watched Kassad with
t he cartoon-character sares of their pressure-expanded eyes and seened
to beckon himcloser with random |anguid novenments of arms and hands.

Kassad ki cked through the wreckage to reach the nmain dropshaft to the
conmand core. He had seen no weapons - it seened that no one except the
Mari ne had managed to suit up - but he knew that there would be a
weapons | ocker in the conmand core or in the Marine quarters aft.

Kassad stopped at the last torn pressure seal and stared. He did |augh
this time. Beyond this point there was no nain dropshaft, no aft
section. There was no ship. This section - a boom arm and medi cal ward
nod, a ragged chunk of the hull - had been ripped free of the ship as
easily as Beowul f had torn the armfrom Grendel's body. The final
unseal ed doorway to the dropshaft | ed to open space. Sone kiloneters
away,

Kassad coul d see a dozen ot her ravaged fragments of the HS Merrick
tunbling in the glare of sunlight. A green and |apis planet |oonmed so
cl ose that Kassad felt a surge of acrophobia and clung nore tightly to
t he doorfranme.

Even as he watched, a star noved above the linb of the planet, |aser
weapons wi nked their ruby norse, and a gutted ship section half a

kil ometer away across the gulf of vacuum from Kassad burst again in a
gout of vaporized nmetal, freezing volatiles, and tunbling bl ack specks
whi ch Kassad realized were bodi es.

Kassad pul | ed hinsel f deeper into the concealing tangle of weckage and
consi dered his situation. The Marine's suit could not |ast nore than
anot her hour -already Kassad could snell the rotten-eggs stench of the
mal f uncti oni ng rebreather - and he had seen no airtight compartnent or
contai ner during his struggle through the weckage. And even if he
found a closet or air-lock to shelter in, what then? Kassad did not
know i f the planet bel ow was Hyperion or Garden, but he was sure that
there was no FORCE presence on either world. He was also quite sure
that no |l ocal defense forces would challenge an Quster warship. It
woul d be days before any patrol craft investigated the weckage. It was
qui te possible, Kassad knew, that the orbit of the tunbling piece of
junk he now i nhabited woul d decay before they sent anyone up to check on
it, sending thousands of tons of tw sted netal burning through the

at nosphere.

The locals would not |ike that, Kassad knew, but fromtheir point of
viewit mght be preferable to let a bit of sky fall than to antagonize
the Qusters. |If the planet had prinmtive orbital defenses or



ground- based CPBs, he realized with a grimsmle, it would nake nore
sense for themto blast the weckage than to fire on the Quster ship

It woul d make no difference to Kassad. Unless he did something quickly,
he woul d be dead | ong before the remmants of the ship entered atnosphere
or the locals took action

The Marine's anplification shield had been cracked by the shrapnel which
had killed him but now Kassad tugged what was left of the viewplate
down over the

visor. Telltales winked red but there was still enough suit power to
show the anplified view gl owi ng pale green through the spiderweb of
cracks. Kassad watched as the Quster torchship stood off a hundred
klicks, its defense fields blurring background stars, and | aunched
several objects. For an instant Kassad was sure that these were the
coup de grdce missiles and he found hinself grinning joylessly at the
certainty of having only a few seconds to live. Then he noticed their

| ow vel ocity and notched the anplification higher. The power lights
blinked red and the anplifier failed, but not before Kassad had seen the
tapering ovoi d shapes, spotted with thrusters and cockpit blisters, each
trailing a tangle of six jointless nmanipulator arns. 'Squids,' the
FORCE: space people had called the Quster boarding craft.

Kassad pull ed hinself farther back in the w eckage.

He had only a few nminutes before one or nore of the squids reached his
pi ece of the ship. How many Qusters woul d one of those things carry?
Ten? Twenty? Kassad was sure that it would be no fewer than ten. And
they would be well armed and rigged with infrared and notion sensors.
The elite Quster equival ent of Hegenbny Space Mari nes, the conmandos
woul d not only have been trained for free-fall conbat but had been born
and bred to zero-g. Their long linbs, prehensile toes, and prosthetic
tails woul d be added advantages for this environnent, although Kassad
doubt ed that they needed any nore advantages than they al ready had.

He began to pull hinself carefully back through the [ abyrinth of tw sted
metal, fighting the adrenaline fear-surge that nmade himwant to kick off
scream ng through the darkness. What did they want? Prisoners. That
woul d solve his i mediate survival problem Al he had to do to survive
was surrender. The difficulty with that solution' was that Kassad had
seen the FORCE:intelligence holos of the Quster ship they had captured
of f Bressia. There had been nore than two hundred prisoners in the
storage bay of that ship. And the Qusters obviously had many questions
for these Hegenony citizens.

Per haps they had found it inconvenient to feed and inprison so nmany- or
perhaps it was their basic

interrogation policy - but the fact was that the Bressian civilians and
captured FORCE troops had been found flayed open and pi nned down on
steel trays like frogs in a biology |ab, their organs bathed with
nutrient fluids, arms and legs efficiently anputated, eyes renoved, and
their mnds readied for interrogators' questions with crude cortica
contaps and shunt-plugs jacked directly through three-centineter holes
in the skulls.



Kassad pul |l ed hinsel f along, floating through debris and the tangl ed
entrails of the ship's wiring. He felt no inclination whatsoever to
surrender. The tunbling hulk vibrated and then steadied some as at

| east one of the squids attached itself to the hull or bul khead. Think,
Kassad commanded. He needed a weapon nore than a hiding place. Had he
seen anything during his craw through the wreckage that would help him
survive?

Kassad st opped noving and hung from an exposed section of fiberoptic
cable while he thought. The nedical ward where he had awakened, beds,
fugue tanks, intensive care apparatus... nost of it expelled through
the breaches in the spinmbd's hull. Boomarmshaft, elevator cage,
corpses on the stairs. No weapons. Mdst of the bodi es had been
stripped by the canister shot expl osions or sudden deconpression. The
el evator cables? No, too |long, inpossible to sever wthout tools.

Tool s? He had seen none. The nedical offices fiayed open along the
corridors beyond the nmmin dropshaft. Medical inmaging roons, MRl tanks,
and CPD bays flung open like |ooted sarcophagi. At |east one operating
roomintact, its interior a maze of scattered instrunents and floating
cabl es.

The sol arium scraped cl ean when the wi ndows expl oded outward. Patient
| ounges. Medics' lounges. The scrub roons, corridors, and
uni denti fiable cubicles. The corpses.

Kassad hung there a second | onger, oriented hinmself in tbhe tunbling naze
of light and shadow, and then kicked off.

He had hoped for ten nminutes; he was given |less than eight. He knew
that the Qusters woul d be nethodical and efficient but had
underestimated how efficient they could be in zero-g. He ganbled his
life that there would

be at least two of them on each sweep - basic Space Marine procedure,
much as FORCE: ground junp rats had |learned to go door to door il city
fighting, one to burst into each room the other to provide cover fire.
If there were nore than two, if the Qusters worked in squads of four
Kassad al nost certainly woul d be dead.

He was floating in the mddle of Operating Room 3 when the Quster cane
t hrough the door. Kassad's febfeather had all but failed, he was
floating i mobile, gasping foul air, as the Quster conmando swung in
swung asi de, and brought his two weapons to bear on the unarmed figure
in a battered Marine spacesuit.

Kassad had bargai ned that the gruesone condition of his suit and visor
woul d gain hima second or two.

Behi nd his gore-snmeared facepl ate, Kassad's eyes stared sightlessly
upward as the Quster's chestlight swept across him The comando
carried two weapons- a sonic stunner in one hand and a smaller but nuch
nore | ethal tightbeampistol in the long toes of his left 'foot." He
rai sed the sonic. Kassad had time to notice the killing spike on the
prosthetic tail and then he triggered the nmouse in his gauntleted right
hand.

It had taken Kassad nost of his eight minutes to tie in the energency



generator to the operating-roomcircuits.

Not all of the surgery lasers had survived, but six still worked. Kassad
had positioned four of the smaller ones to cover the area just to the

| eft of the doorway, the two bone-cutters to target the space to the
right. The Quster had noved to the right.

The Quster's suit exploded. The lasers continued to slice away in their
preprogramed circles as Kassad propelled hinself forward, ducking under
the blue beans now swirling in a spreading nist of useless suit seal ant

and boiling blood. He wested the sonic away just as the second Quster

swung into the room agile as an O d Earth chinp.

Kassad pressed the sonic against the man's helnet and fired. The suited
figure went !'inp. The prosthetic tail spasned a few tinmes fromrandom
nerve inpulses. Triggering the sonic that close was no way to take a
prisoner; a burst fromthat distance turned a human brain into

somet hi ng resenbl i ng oatneal nush. Kassad did not want to take a
pri soner.

He kicked free,. grabbed a girder, swept the active sonic across the
open doorway. No one else canme through. A check twenty seconds |ater
showed an enpty corridor

Kassad ignored the first body and stripped the man with the intact suit.
The commando was naked under the spacesuit and it turned out not to be a
man; the femal e conmando had short-cropped blond hair, small breasts,
and a tattoo just above her line of pubic hair. She was very pale and
dropl ets of blood floated from her nose, ears, and eyes. Kassad nmde a
note that the Qusters used wonmen in their Marines. All of the CQuster
bodi es on Bressia had been nal e.

He kept his helnet and rebreather pack on as he kicked the body aside
and tugged on the unfamliar suit.

Vacuum expl oded bl ood vessels in his flesh. Deep cold nipped at him as
he struggled with strange clasps and | ocks. Tall as he was, he was too
short for the woman's suit. He could operate the hand gauntlets by
stretching, but the foot gloves and tail connections were hopel ess.

Hc | et them hang usel ess as he bailed out of his own helmet and westled
the Quster bubble into place.

Lights in the collar diskey gl owed anber and violet.

Kassad heard the rush of air through aching eardruns and al nost gagged
as a thick, rich stench assailed him

He assuned it was the sweet smell of home to an CQuster.

Ear phone patches in the bubbl e whi spered coded commands in a | anguage
whi ch sounded |i ke an audi o tape of Ancient English played backward at
hi gh speed.

Kassad was ganbling again, this tinme on the fact that Quster ground
units on Bressia had functioned as sem -i ndependent teans united by



voi ce radi o and basic telenetry rather than a FORCE: ground type of
tactical inplant web. |If they used the same system here, then the
conmando | eader might know that two of his (or her) troops were m ssing,
possi bly even have medcom readi ngs on them but might not know exactly
where they were.

Kassad decided that it was time to quit hypothesizing

and to get nmoving. He programmed the nobuse to have the surgical |asers
fire on anything entering the operating room and then bounce-stunbl ed
his way down the corridor

Movi ng in one of these dam suits, he thought, was like trying to walk
inagravity field while standing on your own trousers. He had brought
al ong both energy pistols and - finding no belt, |ockrings, hooks,

Vel cro pads, nmaccl anps, or pockets to secure themw th - now fl oated
along li ke some drunken hol odrama pirate, a weapon in each hand,
bouncing fromwall to wall. Reluc-tanfly, he left one pistol floating
behind himwhile he tried to hook hinself along one-handed. The
gauntlet fit like a size fifteen mtten on a size tw hand. The dammed
tail wobbl ed, banged agai nst his hel net bubble, and was a literal pain
in the ass.

Twi ce he squeezed into crevices when he saw lights in the distance. He
was just about to the deck openi ng where he had wat ched the squid
approach when he rounded a corner and al nost floated into three Quster
commandos.

The fact that he was wearing an Quster suit gave himat |east a

t wo- second advantage. He shot the first suited figure in the hel net at
poi nt-bl ank range. The second nan- or wonan- fired a wild sonic burst

past Kassad's |eft shoul der a second before he put three bolts into the
Quster's chestplate. The third commando flipped backward, found three

handhol ds, and was out of sight around a broken bul khead before Kassad

could retarget. Hi s headset rang with curses, conmands, and questions.
Kassad gave sil ent chase.

The third Quster woul d have escaped if he had not rediscovered honor and
turned to fight. Kassad felt an inexplicable sense of djt vu as he put
an energy bolt through the man's left eye fromfive neters away.

The corpse tunbl ed backward into sunlight. Kassad pulled hinmself to the
opening and stared at the squid nmoored not twenty neters'away. It was,
he thought, the first undiluted piece of luck he had had in sone tine.

He ki cked across the gap, knowing that if soneone wanted to shoot him
fromthe squid or the wreckage there was not hing he could do about it.
He felt the

scrotumlifting tension he always experienced when he was an obvi ous
target. No shots were fired. Commands and interrogatives squawked in
his ears. He could not understand them did not know where they
originated, and, on the whole, thought it best if he stayed out of the
di al ogue.

The clunsiness of the suit al mbst caused himto mss the squid. He
t hought briefly that such an anticlinmax would be the universe's fitting



verdict on his martial pretensions: the brave warrior floating off into
near - pl anet orbit, no maneuvering systens, no propellant, no reaction
mass of any sort - even the pistol was non-recoil

He woul d end his life as useless and harm ess as a child' s runaway
bal | oon.

Kassad stretched until his joints popped, caught a whip antenna, and
pul I ed hinmsel f hand over handto the squid's hull

VWhere the hell was the airlock? The hull was relatively snooth for a
spacefaring vessel but was decorated with a riot of designs, decals, and
panel s announci ng what he assumed were the Quster equival ents of NO STEP
and DANGER: THRUSTER PORT. No entrances were visible. He guessed that
there were Qusters on board, a pilot at |east, and that they were
probably wondering why their returning comando was craw i ng around the
hull |ike a spavined crab rather than cycling the airlock. O perhaps

t hey knew why and were waiting inside with drawn pistols.

At any rate, it was obvious that no one was going to open the door for
hi m

The hell with it, thought Kassad and shot out one of 'the observation
blisters.

The Qusters kept a tidy ship. Not nuch nore than the equivalent of a
few | ost paper clips and coins geysered out with the ship's air. Kassad
waited until the eruption had di ed down and squeezed through the gap

He was in the carrier section: a cushioned hold |looking a lot |ike the
junp rat bay of any dropship or APC.

Kassad made a nmental note that a squid probably held about twenty Quster
conmandos in full vacuum combat gear. Now it was enpty. An open hatch
led to the cockpit.

Only the comand pil ot had renai ned on board and he was in the fina
process of unbelting when Kassad shot him Kassad pushed the body into
the carrier section and strapped hinself into what he hoped was the
command chair.

Warm sunl i ght cane through the blister above him

Vi deo nonitors and consol e hoi os showed scenes from dead ahead, astern,
and shoul der-canera glinpses of the search operation inside. Kassad
caught a glinpse of the nude body in Operating Room 3 and severa
figures in a firefight with surgical |asers.

In the hol odramas of Fedmahn Kassad's chil dhood, heroes al ways seened to
know how to operate skimrers, spacecraft, exotic EMVs, and other strange
machi nery whenever the need arose. Kassad had been trained to handl e
mlitary transports, sinple tanks and APCs, even an assault boat or
dropship if he was desperate. |If stranded on a runaway FORCE
spacecraft, a renmote possibility, he could find his way around the
conmand core sufficiently to communicate with the primary conputer or
put out a distress call on a radio or fatline transmtter



Sitting in the command chair of an Quster squid, Kassad did not have a
cl ue.

That was not quite true. He inmediately recognized the renote grip
slots for the squid' s tentacle mani pulators, and given two or three
hours of thought and inspection, he m ght have figured out several other
controls. He did not have the time. The forward screen showed three
spacesuited figures junping for the squid, firing as they canme. The
pal e, oddly alien head of an Quster commander suddenly materialized on
the hol o console. Kassad heard shouts from his bubbl e earpatches.

d obul es of sweat hung in front of his eyes and streaked the inside of
his helnmet. He shook them away as best he could, squinted at the
control consol es, and pushed several likely-Iooking surfaces. |If there
were voice command circuits, override controls, or a suspicious ship's
conputer, Kassad knew, he was screwed. He had thought of all this in
the second or two before he shot the pilot but had not been able to
think of a way to coerce

or trust the man. No, this had to be the way, thought
Kassad even as he tapped nore control surfaces.
A thruster began firing.

The squid pulled and tugged at its noorings. Kassad bounced back and
forth in his webbing. 'Shit,' he whispered, his first audi ble coment
since he had asked the FORCE nedic where the ship was putting in. He
strained far enough forward to get his gauntleted fingers into the grip
slots. Four of the six manipulators released. One ripped off. The
final one tore away a chunk of bul khead fromthe HS Merrick

The squid tunbled free. Video cameras showed two of the space-suited
figures mssing their junps, the third clutching at the sane whip

ant enna whi ch had saved Kassad. Knowi ng roughly where the thruster
controls were' now, Kassad tapped in a frenzy. An overhead |ight cane
on. Al of the holo projectors went dead. The squid comenced a
maneuver whi ch incorporated all of the npbst violent elenents of pitch,

roll, and yaw. Kassad saw the spacesuited formtunbl e past the overhead
blister, appear briefly on the forward vi deo screen, becone a speck on
the aft screen. The Quster was still firing energy bolts as he - or she

- becanme too small to see

Kassad struggled to stay conscious as the violent tunbling continued.
Various voice and visual alarns were screanming for his attention. Kassad
tapped at thruster controls, considered it a success, and pulled his
hands away when he felt as if he were being pulled apart in only two
directions rather than five.

A random canera shot showed himthat the torchship was receding. Good.
Kassad had no doubt that the Quster warship could destroy himat any
second, and that it would if he approached or threatened it in any way.
He did not know if the squid was armed, personally doubted if it would
carry anything | arger than anti personnel weapons, but he knew beyond a
doubt that no torchship commander would allow an out-of-contro
shuttlecraft to come anywhere near his ship



Kassad assuned that the Qusters all knew by now that the squid had been
hi jacked by the enenmy. He would not be surprised - disappointed, but
not surprised - if the

torchshi p vapori zed himat any second, but in the nmeantine he was
counting on two enotions that were quint-essentially human if not
necessarily Quster human: curiosity and the desire for revenge.

Curiosity, he knew, could easily be overridden in tinmes of stress, but
he counted on a paramilitary, sem feudal culture |like the Qusters' to be
deeply involved with revenge. Everything else being equal, with no
chance to hurt them further and al nost no chance to escape, it would
seem t hat Col onel Fedmahn Kassad had become a prime candidate for one of
their dissection trays. He hoped so.

Kassad | ooked at the forward video display, frowned, and | oosened his
harness | ong enough to | ook out the overhead blister. The ship was
tumbl ing but not nearly so violently as before. The planet seened

cl oser - one henisphere filled the view 'above' him- but he had no idea
how cl ose the squid Was to atnosphere. He could read none of the data
di splays. He could only guess what their orbital velocity had been and
how violent a reentry shock would be. His one long glinpse fromthe

wr eckage of the Merrick had suggested to Kassad that they were very

cl ose, perhaps only five or six hundred klicks above the surface, and in
the kind of parking orbit which he knew preceded the | aunchi ng of

dr opshi ps.

Kassad tried to wi pe his face and frowned when the tips of |oose
gauntl et fingers tapped at his visor. He was tired. Hell, only a few
hours earlier he had been in fugue and just a few ship-weeks before that
he had al nost certainly been body-dead.

He wondered if the world bel ow was Hyperion or Garden; he had been to
neither but knew that Garden was nore widely settled, closer to becomn ng
a Hegermony col ony. He hoped it was Garden

The torchship launched three assault boats. Kassad saw themclearly
before the aft camera panned beyond range. He tapped at the thruster
controls until it felt as though the ship was tunbling nore quickly
toward the wall of planet above. There was little else he could do.

The squi d reached at nosphere before the three Quster assault boats
reached the squid. The boats undoubtedly were arned and well within
range, but soneone on the command circuit must have been curious. O
furious.

Kassad's squid was in no way aerodynamic. As with nobst ship-to-ship
craft, the squid could flirt with planetary atnospheres but was dooned
if it dove too deeply into the gravity well. Kassad sawthe telltale
red glow of reentry, heard the ion buildup on the active radi o channels,
and suddenly wondered if this had been such a good idea.

At mospheric drag stabilized the squid and Kassad felt the first
tentative tug of gravity as he searched the console and the comand
chair arns for the control circuit he prayed would be there. A
static-filled video screen showed one of the dropships growi ng a

bl ue-plasma tall as it decelerated. The illusion created was sinmlar to



t hat encount ered when one skydiver watched anot her open his chute or
activate his suspension rig; the assault boat seened to clinb suddenly.

Kassad had other things to worry about. There seemed to be no obvious
bail -out control, no ejection apparatus.

Every FORCE: space shuttle carried sone sort of atnospheric egress
device- it was a custom dating back al nbst eight centuries to when the
entire real mof space flight consisted only of tentative excursions just
above the skin of AOd Earth's atnmosphere. A ship-to-ship shuttle
probably woul d never need a planetary bail-out device, but age-old fears
witten into ancient regulations tended 'to die hard.

O so the theory went. Kassad could find nothing. The ship was quaking
now, spinning, and beginning to heat up in earnest. Kassad sl apped open
his harness release and pulled hinself toward the rear of the squid, not
even sure what he was | ooking for. Suspension packs? Parachutes?

A set of w ngs?

There was nothing in the troop carrier section except the corpse of the
Quster pilot and a few storage conpartnents not rmuch |arger than

| unchboxes. Kassad tore through them finding nothing bigger than a
medkit. No mracle devices.

Kassad coul d hear the squid shaki ng and beginning to break up as he hung
on a pivot ring and all but accepted the fact that the Qusters had not
wast ed noney or space on such | ow probability rescue devices for their
squi ds.

Why should they? Their lifetinmes were spent in the dark-nesses between
star systens; their concept of an atnosphere was the eight-klick
pressurized tube of a can city.

The external audio sensors on Kassad's bubbl e hel net began to pick up
the raging hiss of air on the hull and through the broken blister in the
aft section. Kassad shrugged. He had ganbled too nany tinmes and | ost.

The squi d shuddered and bounced. Kassad coul d hear the nani pul ator
tentacles tearing away fromthe bow.

The Quster's corpse suddenly was sucked up and out of the broken blister
like an ant into a vacuum cl eaner

Kassad clung to the pivot ring and stared through the open hatch at the
control seats in the cockpit. It struck himthat they were wonderfully
archaic, like sonething out of a textbook of the earliest spacecraft.
Parts of the ship's exterior were burning away now, roaring past the
observation blisters |ike gobbets of lava. Kassad cl osed his eyes and
tried to renenber |ectures from A ynpus Comand School on the structure
and | ayout of ancient spacegoing craft. The squid began a ternina
tunbl e.

The noi se was i ncredibl e.

"By Allah!" gasped Kassad, a cry he had not uttered since childhood. He
began pulling hinmself forward into the cockpit, bracing hinself on the



open hatch, finding handholds on the deck as if he were clinbing a
vertical wall. He was clinbing a wall. The squid had spun, stabilized
in a stern-first death dive. Kassad clinbed under a 3-g | oad, know ng
that a single slip would break every bone in his body. Behind 'him

at nospheric hiss turned to a screamand then to a dragon roar. The
troop carrier section was burning through in fierce, nolten expl osions.

Cinmbing into the conmand seat was |ike negotiating a rock overhang wth
t he weight of two other clinbers swinging fromhis back. The clumsy
gauntl ets made his grip on the headrest even |l ess sure as Kassad hung
over the vertical drop to the flam ng cauldron of the carrier

section. The ship lurched, Kassad swung his |l egs up, and he was in the
conmand seat. The display videos were dead. Flane heated the overhead
blister to a sick red.

Kassad al nost | ost consci ousness as he bent forward, his fingers feeling
in the darkness bel ow the command seat, between his knees. There was
nothing. Wait... a hand-grip

No, sweet Christ and Allah . . . a Dring. Sonething out of the
hi story books.

The squi d began o break up. Overhead, the blister burned through and
spattered |iquid Perspex throughout the interior of the cockpit,

spl ashing Kassad's suit and visor. He snelled plastic nmelting- The
squid was spinning as it broke up. Kassad's sight turned pink, dinmred,
was gone. He used nunb fingers to tighten the harness - . . tighter...
either it was cutting into his chest or the Perspex had burned through
Hi s hand went back to the D-ring. Fingers too clunsy to close around
it... no.

Pul | .

Too late. The squid flew apart in a final screech and expl osion of
flame, the control console tearing through the cockpit in ten thousand
shrapnel -si zed bits.

Kassad was slamed into his seat. Up. Qut. Into the
heart of the flane.
Tunbl i ng-

Kassad was dinly aware that the seat was projecting its own contai nnent
field as it tunbled. Flame was centineters fromhis face.

Pyrobolts fired, kicking the ejection seat out of the squid' s blazing
slipstream The conmand seat nmade its own track of blue flame across
the sky. M croprocessors spun the seat so that the disc of the
forcefield was between Kassad and the furnace of friction. A giant sat
on Kassad's chest as he decel erated across two thousand kil onmeters of
sky at eight gravities.

Kassad forced his eyelids open once, noted that he lay curled in the
belly of a Iong colum of blue-white flanme, and then he closed his eyes
again. He saw no sign of a control for a parachute, suspension pack, or



any other braking device- It didn't natter- He could not nove his arns
or hands in any case.

The giant shifted, grew heavier-

Kassad realized that part of his helnet bubble had nelted or been bl own
away. The noi se was indescri bable.

It didn't matter.

He closed his eyes nore tightly. It was a good tine to take a nap
Kassad opened his eyes and saw t he dark shape of a woman bendi ng over
him For a second he thought it was her. He |ooked again and realized
that it was her. She touched his cheek with cool fingers.

"Am | dead?" whispered Kassad, raising his own hand to grip her wist.

"No." Her voice was soft and throaty, burred with the hint of an accent
he coul d not place. He had never heard

her speak before.

"You're real ?" 'Yes."

Kassad si ghed and | ooked around. He |ay naked under a thin robe on sone
sort of couch or platformset in the mddle of a dark, cavernous room
Overhead, starlight was visible through a broken roof. Kassad raised
his other hand to touch her shoulder. Her hair was a dark ninbus above
him She wore a | oose, thin gown which -even in the starlight - all owed
himto see the outlines of her body. He caught her scent, the fragrant
hi nt of soap and skin and her that he knew so well fromtheir other

ti mes together

"You nmust have questions,' she whispered as Kassad rel eased the gold
clasp which held her gown in place. The gown whispered to the floor
She wore not hi ng under neat h.

Above them the band of the MIky Way was clearly visible:

"No,' said Kassad and pulled her to him

Toward morning a breeze arose, and Kassad pulled the |ight cover over
them The thin material seemed to preserve all of their body heat and
they lay together in perfect warnth. Sonewhere sand or snow rasped at
bare walls. The stars were very clear and very bright.

They awoke at the first hint of dawn, their faces close

t oget her under the silken coverlet. She ran her hand

down Kassad's side, finding old and recent scars.

" Your name?" whi spered Kassad.

"Hush,' she whi spered back, her hand sliding | ower.



Kassad noved his face into the scented curve of her neck. Her breasts
were soft against him N ght paled to norning. Sonmewhere sand or snow
bl ew agai nst bare walls.

They made | ove, slept, nade |ove again. |In full light they rose and
dressed. She had | aid out underwear, gray tunic and trousers for

Kassad. They fit perfectly, as did the spongesocks and soft hoots. The
worman wore a simlar outfit of navy blue.

" Your nane?" Kassad asked as they left the building with the shattered
done and wal ked through a dead city.

"Moneta,' said his dream
nore."

or Menposyne, whi chever name pl eases you

'Moneta,' whispered Kassad. He |ooked up at a snal

sun rising into a lapis sky. 'This is Hyperion?"

"Yes."

"How did | land? Suspensor field? Parachute?" 'You descended under a
wing of gold foil." "I don't hurt. There were no wounds?" ' They were

tended to." '"What is this place?"

"The City of Poets. Abandoned nore than a hundred years ago. Beyond
that hill lie the Time Tonbs."

' The Quster assault boats that were foll ow ng ne?"
'"One | anded nearby. The Pain Lord took the crew unto

hinsel f. The other two set down some distance away." 'Who is the Pain
Lord?"

'Cone,' said Moneta. The dead city ended in desert.

Fine sand slid across white marble half buried in dunes.

To the west an Quster dropship sat with its portals irised open. Nearby,
on a fallen colum, a therntube yielded hot coffee and fresh-baked

rolls. They ate and drank in silence.

Kassad worked to recall the | egends of Hyperion. 'The Pain Lord is the
Shrike," he said at |ast.

"Of course.”

"You're fromhere... fromthe Cty of Poets?" Mneta sniled and slowy
shook her head.

Kassad finished his coffee and set the cup down. The feeling that he
was in a dream persisted, nmuch stronger than during any sim he had ever
participated in. But the coffee had tasted pleasantly bitter; the sun
was warmon his face and hands.

' Come, Kassad,' said Mneta.



They crossed expanses of cold sand. Kassad found hinsel f gl ancing
skyward, knowi ng that the Quster torchship could |ance them from
orbit... then knowing with a sudden certainty that it would not.

The Tine Tonbs lay in a valley. A low obelisk glowed softly. A stone
sphinx seened to absorb the light. A conplex structure of tw sted

pyl ons threw shadows onto itself. Oher tonmbs were sil houettes agai nst
the rising sun. Each of the tonbs had a door and each door was open
Kassad knew that they had been open when the first explorers discovered
the Tonbs and that the structures were enpty. Mdre than three
centuries of searching for hidden roonms, tonbs, vaults, and passageways
had been fruitless.

"This is as far as you can go,' Moneta said as they neared the cliff at
the head of the valley. 'The tine tides are strong today."

Kassad's tactical inplant was silent. He had no com og. He searched
his menory. 'There are anti entropic forcefields around the Tine
Tonbs,' he said.

"Yes."
'The tonbs are ancient. The anti-entropic fields keep themfrom aging."

"No,' said Moneta. 'The tinme tides drive the Tonbs backward through
tinme."

' Backward through tine,' Kassad repeated stupidly.
' Look. "

Shimering, mragelike, a tree of steel thorns appeared out of the haze
and a sudden dust storm of ochre sand. The thing seenmed to fill the
val l ey, rising at |least two hundred neters to the height of the cliffs.

Branches shifted, dissolved, and refornmed |ike elenments of a poorly
tuned hol ogram Sunlight danced on five meter-long thorns. Corpses of
Quster nen and wonen, all naked, were inpaled on at |east a score of
these thorns. Oher branches held other bodies. Not all were human.

The dust storm obscured the view for a nonent and when the w nds
subsi ded the vision was gone. 'Cone,' said Mneta.

Kassad fol |l owed her through the fringes of the tine tides, avoiding the
ebb and flow of the anti-entropic field the way children would play tag
with an ocean surf on a broad beach. Kassad felt the pull of the tine
tides |ike waves of ddjd vu tugging at every cell of his body.

Just beyond the entrance to the valley, where hills opened to the dunes
and |low noors led to the City of Poets, Mneta touched a wall of blue
slate and an entrance opened to a long, low roomset into the cliff
face.

"I's this where you live?" asked Kassad but saw i mmedi ately that there
were no signs of habitation. The stone walls of the room were inset
with shel ves and crowded ni ches.



"W nust ready ourselves,' whispered Moneta and the lighting shifted to
a golden hue. A long rack lowered its wares. A wafer-thin strip of
reflective polyner curtained fromthe ceiling to serve as a mrror

Kassad watched with the cal mpassivity of a dreaner as Mneta stripped
of f her clothes and then his. Their nudity was no |onger erotic, nerely
cer enoni al

"You have been in nmy dreans for years,' he told her

"Yes. Your past. M future. The shock wave of events noves across
time like ripples on a pond.™

Kassad blinked as she raised a gold ferule and touched his chest. He
felt a slight shock and his flesh becane a nmirror, his head and face a
featurel ess ovoid reflecting all the color tones and textures of the
room A second |ater Mnneta joined him her body becom ng a cascade of
refl ections, water over quicksilver over chrone.

Kassad saw his own reflecting reflection in every curve and nuscle of
her body. Moneta's breasts caught and bent the light; her nipples rose
like small splashes on a mirrored pond. Kassad noved to enbrace her and
felt

their surfaces flow together |ike magnetized fluid. Under the connected
fields, his flesh touched hers.

"Your enemes await beyond the city,' she whispered.
The chrome of her face flowed with |ight.

' Enemi es?"

'The Qusters. The ones who foll owed you here."

Kassad shook his head, saw the reflection do |ikew se.
'They're not inportant anynore."

'"Ch, yes,' whispered Moneta, 'the eneny is always inportant. You nust
arm yoursel f."

"Wth what?" But even as he spoke, Kassad realized that she was touching
himwith a bronze sphere, a dull blue toroid. His altered body spoke to
himnow as clearly as troops reporting in on an inplant command circuit.
Kassad felt the bloodlust build in himwith turgid strength.

'"Cone." Moneta led the way into open desert again

The sunlight seened polarized and heavy. Kassad felt that they were
gliding across the dunes, flowing like liquid through the white narble

streets of the dead city.

Near the west end of town, near the shattered remnants of a structure
still bearing the inscribed lintel of Poets' Anphitheatre, sonething



stood waiting.

For a second Kassad thought it was another person wearing the chrom um
forcefields he and Moneta were draped in - but only for a second. There
was not hing human about this particul ar quicksilver-over-chrone
construct. Kassad dreanm |y noted the four arns, retractable

fingerbl ades, the profusion of thornspi kes on throat, forehead, wists,
knees, and body, but not once did his gaze | eave the two

t housand- f acet ed eyes which burned with a red flame that pal ed sunlight
and di med the day to bl ood shadows.

The Shri ke, thought Kassad.
'The Lord of Pain,' whispered Mneta.
The thing turned and | ed them out of the dead city.

Kassad approved of the way the Qusters had prepared their defenses. The
two assault boats were grounded | ess than half a kil oneter apart, their
guns, projectors, and mssile turrets covering each other and a ful
three

hundred and sixty degrees of fire. Quster ground troops had been busy
diing revetments a hundred meters out fromthe boats and Kassad coul d
see at | east two EMtanks hull down, their projection arrays and | aunch
t ubes comuandi ng the wide, enpty noor between the Poets' City and the
boats. Kassad's vision had been altered; he could see the overl apping
ship contai nment fields as ribbons of yell ow haze, the notion sensors
and anti personnel mnes as eggs of pulsing red light.

He blinked, realizing that something was wong with the inage. Then it
cane to him besides the thickness of the Iight and his enhanced
percepti on of energy fields, nothing was noving. The Quster troops,
even those set in attitudes of motion, were as stiff as the toy soldiers
he had played with as a boy in the Thatsis sluns. The EM tanks were dug
into their hull-down positions, but Kassad noticed that now even their
acquisition radars - visible to himas concentric purple arcs - were

not i onl ess.

He gl anced skyward and saw sonme sort of |large bird hanging in the sky,
as unnoving as an insect frozen in anber. He passed a cloud of

wi ndbl own dust hangi ng suspended, extended one chrone hand, and flicked
spirals of particles to the ground.

Ahead of them the Shrike strode casually through the red naze of
sensor-m nes, stepped over the blue lines of tripbeans, ducked under the
viol et pulses of the autofire scanners, passed through the yellow

contai nnent field and the green wall of the sonic defense perineter, and
wal ked into the assault boat's shadow. Moneta and Kassad fol | owed.

--How is this possible? Kas,xi realized that he had posed the question
t hrough a nedi umthat was sonething |l ess than tel epathy but sonething
far nore sophis ticated than inplant conduction

--He controls tine.

-- The Pain Lord?



--OF course.

--Why are we here?

Moneta gestured toward the notionl ess Qusters.

-- They are your enem es.

Kassad felt that he was finally awaking froma | ong

dream This was real. The Quster trooper's eyes, unblinking behind his
hel met, were real. The Quster assault boat, rising |like a bronze
tombstone to his left, was real

Fedmahn Kassad realized that he could kill themall -commandos, assault
boat crew, all of them and they could do nothing about it. He knew
that time had not stopped - any nore than it stopped while a ship was
under Hawking drive - it was nmerely a matter of varying rates. The bird
frozen above them woul d conplete the flap of its w ngs given enough

m nutes or hours. The Quster in front of himwould close his eyes in a
blink if Kassad had the patience to watch | ong enough. Meanwhil e,
Kassad and Moneta and the Shrike could kill all of themwi thout the
Qusters realizing that they were under attack

It was not fair, Kassad realized. It was wong. It was the ultimte
violation of the New Bushido, worse in its way than the wanton nurder of
civilians. The essence of honor lay in the nmonent of conbat between
equal s. He was about to comunicate this to Moneta when she

sai d/ t hought -- Watch.

Ti me began again with an expl osion of sound not unlike the rush of air
into an airlock. The bird soared and circled overhead. A desert breeze
t hrew dust against the static-charged containnent field. An Quster
conmando rose from one knee, saw the Shrike and the two human shapes,
screanmed sonething over his tactical comm channel, and raised his energy
weapon.

The Shrike did not seemto nove - to Kassad it merely ceased being here
and appeared there. The Quster conmando enitted a second, shorter
scream and then | ooked down in disbelief as the Shrike's arm wi thdrew
with the man's heart in its bladed fist. The Quster stared, opened his
mouth as if to speak, and coll apsed.

Kassad turned to his right and found hinself face to face with an
arnored Quster. The conmando ponderously lifted a weapon. Kassad swung
his arm felt the chrome forcefield hum and saw the flat of his hand
cut through body arnmor, helmet, and neck. The Quster's head rolled in

t he dust.

Kassad | eaped into a | ow trench and saw several troopers begin to turn
Time was still out of joint; the eneny noved in extrene slow notion one
second, jerked |like a damaged holo to four-fifths speed in the next

i nstant.

They were never as quick as Kassad. Gone were his thoughts of the New
Bushi do. These were the barbarians who had tried to kill him He broke



one nman's back, stepped aside, jabbed rigid, chrone fingers through the
body arnor of a second nman, crushed the larynx of a third, dodged a
knife blade moving in slow notion and kicked the spine out of the knife
wi el der. He | eaped up

out of the ditch.
- - Kassad!

Kassad ducked as the | aser beam crept past his shoulder, burning its way
through the air like a slow fuse of ruby light. Kassad snelled ozone as
it crackled past.

I mpossible. |'ve dodged a | aser/He picked up a stone and flung it at
the Quster manni ng the tank-nmounted he!iwhip. A sonic boom cracked; the
gunner expl oded backward. Kassad pulled a plasnma grenade froma
corpse's bandolier, |eaped to the tank hatch, was thirty nmeters away

bef ore the expl osion geysered flanme as high as the assault boat's bow

Kassad paused in the eye of the stormto see Moneta in the center of her
own circle of carnage. Blood splashed her but did not adhere, flow ng
like oil on water across the rainbow curves of chin, shoul der, breast,
and bel ly.

She | ooked at himacross the battlefield and Kassad felt a renewed surge
of bl oodlust in hinself.

Behi nd her, the Shrike noved slowy through the chaos, choosing victinms
as if he were harvesting. Kassad watched the creature wink in and out
of existence and real'-d that to the Pain Lord he and Moneta woul d
appear to be noving as slowy as the Qusters did to Kassado

Time junped, nmoved to four-fifths speed. The surviving troops were
pani cking now, firing into one another, deserting their posts, and
fighting to get aboard the assault boat. Kassad tried to realize what
the past nminute or two had been |ike for them blurs noving through

t heir defensive positions, conrades dying in

great gouts of blood. Kassad watched Mneta novi ng through their ranks,
killing at her leisure. To his amazenment, he discovered that he had
sone control of tinme: blink and his opponents slowed to one-third speed,
blink and events noved at nearly their normal pace. Kassad's sense of
honor and sanity called out for himto stop the slaughter but his al nost
sexual bl oodl ust overpowered any objections.

Soneone in the assault boat had sealed the airlock and now a terrified
conmando used a shaped plasma charge to blow the portal open. The nobb
pressed in, tranpling the wounded in their flight fromunseen killers.
Kassad fol |l owed themi n.

The phrase 'fight like a cornered rat' is an extrenely apt description
Thr oughout the history of mlitary encounters, human conbatants have
been known to fight at their fiercest when challenged in encl osed pl aces
where flight is not an option. Wether in the passageways of La Haye
Sai nte and Hougounont at Waterloo or in the Hive tunnels of Lusus, sone
of the nost terrible hand-to-hand battles in history have been fought in
cranped spaces where no retreat is possible. It was true this day. The



Qusters fought... and died... like cornered rats.

The Shri ke had disabled the assault boat. Moneta rennined outside to
kill the threescore commandos who had stayed at their posts. Kassad
killed those within.

In the end, the final assault boat fired on its dooned counterpart.
Kassad was outside by then and he watched the particle beans and
high-intensity lasers creep toward him followed an eternity |later by
m ssiles which seened to nove so slowy that he could have witten his
nane on themin flight. By that tinme all of the Qusters were dead in
and around the overrun boat, but its containment field held. Energy
di spersion and i npact expl osi ons tossed corpses around on the outer
perimeter, set fire to equipnent, and glazed the sand to gl ass, but
Kassad and Moneta watched frominside a dome of orange flane as the
remai ni ng assault boat retreated to space.

--Can we stop then? Kassad was panting, pouring sweat, and literally
qui vering from excitement.

-- We could, replied Mneta, but we do not want to.
They will carry the nmessage to the swarm

--W nessage?

' Come here, Kassad?

He turned at the sound of her voice. The reflective forcefield was
gone- Moneta's flesh was oiled with sweat; her dark hair was matted
agai nst her tenples; her nipples were hard. 'Cone here."

Kassad gl anced down at hinmself. H's own forcefield was gone - he had
willed it away - and he was nore

sexual | y excited than he coul d ever renmenber being.
' Come here." Moneta whispered this tinme:

Kassad went to her, lifted her, felt the sweat-slick snoothness of her
buttocks as he carried her to an enpty stretch of grass atop a

wi nd- carved humrock. He |owered her to the ground between piles of
Quster bodies, roughly opened her |egs, took both her hands in the grasp
of one of his, lifted her arns above her head, pinned themto the
ground, and |owered his |ong body between her | egs.

'Yes,' whispered Mirteta as he kissed the | obe of her left ear, set his
l[ips to the pulse at the hollow of her neck, licked the salt tang of
sweat from her breasts. Lying anong the dead. Mre dead to cone. The
t housands.

The mllions. Laughter out of dead bellies. The long lines of troops
emergi ng from JunpShips to enter the waiting fl ames.

"Yes." Her breath was hot in his ear. She freed her hands, slid them
al ong Kassad's danp shoulders, trailed |l ong nails down his back, grasped
his buttocks to pull himcloser. Kassad's erection scraped her pubic



hair, throbbed against the cusp of her belly. Farcaster portals opening
to admt the cold lengths of attack carriers. The warnth of plasma

expl osions. Hundreds of ships, thousands, dancing and dying |ike dust
notes in a whirlw nd.

Great columms of solid ruby Iight |ancing across great distances,
bathing targets in the ultinmate surge of warnth, bodies boiling in red
l'i ght.

'Yes." Mneta opened her nouth and body to him
Warnt h above and bel ow, her tongue in his nobuth as he entered her,
wel coned by warm friction. His body

strai ned deep, pulled back slightly, allowed the noist warnth to engulf
himfurther as they began to nove together. Heat on a hundred worl ds.
Continents burning in bright spasns, the roll of boiling seas. The air
itself aflame. Oceans of superheated air swelling like warm skin rising
to a lover's touch
"Yes... yes... yes." Mneta breathes warnth against his lips. Her
skin is oil and velvet. Kassad thrusts quickly now, the universe
contracting as sensati on expands, senses dw ndling as she closes warm
and wet and tight around him Her hips thrust harshly in response now,
as if sensing the terrible build in pressure at the base of his being.

Demandi ng. Kassad grimaces, closes his eyes, sees..

fireballs expanding, stars dying, suns exploding in great pulses
of flame, star systens perishing in an ecstasy of destruction..

he feels pain in his chest, his hips not stopping, nmoving faster
even as he opens his eyes and sees..

the great thorn of steel rising frombetween Mneta's breasts,
al nost inpaling himas he unconsciously pulls up and back, the
t hor nbl ade drawi ng bl ood which drips on her flesh, her pale flesh,
reflective now, flesh as cold as dead netal, his hips still npving even
as he wat ches through passi on-di med eyes as Momneta's |ips w ther and
curl back, revealing rows of steel blades where teeth had been, netal
bl ades slash at his buttocks where fingers had gripped, legs |like
power ful steel bands inprison his punping hips, her eyes-

in thelast seconds before orgasm Kassad tries to pull away- .
hi s hands on her throat, pressing-.. she clings |ike a |leech, a | anprey
ready to drain him.. they roll against dead bodies..

her eyes like red jewels, blazing with a nmad heat |ike that

which fills his aching testicles, expanding like a flame, spillingover:-
Kassad sl ans both hands against the soil, lifts hinself away
fromher... fromit... his strength insan but not enough as terrible

gravities press themtogether..

sucking like a lanprey's nmouth as he threatens to explode, |ooks in her
eyes- . . the death of worlds... the death of worl ds!



Kassad screans and pulls away. Strips of his flesh rip away as he
| unges up and sideways. Metal teeth click shut in a steel vagina,
m ssing his glans by a noist mllineter.

Kassad slunps on his side, rolls away, hips noving, unable to stop his
ejacul ation. Senen explodes in streans, falls on the curled fist of a
corpse. Kassad noans, rolls again, curls in a fetal position even as he
cones again. And again.

He hears the hiss and rustle as she rises behind him

Kassad rolls on his back and squints up agai nst sunlight and his own
pain. She stands above him |egs apart, a silhouette' of thorns. Kassad
wi pes sweat fromhis eyes, sees his wist conme away red with bl ood, and
waits for the killing blow H's skin contracts in anticipation of the
sl ash of blade into flesh. Panting, Kassad | ooks up to see Moneta above
him thighs flesh rather than steel, her groin nmatted fromthe noisture
of their passion. Her face is dark, the sun behind her, but he sees red
flames dying in the nmultifaceted pits of her eyes. She smiles and he
sees sunlight glint on rows of netal teeth. 'Kassad - " she

whi spers and it is the sound of sand scrapi ng agai nst bone.

Kassad tears his gaze away, struggles to his feet, and stumnbl es across
corpses and burning rubble in his terror to be free. He does not | ook
back.

Scouting el enents of Hyperion's Self-defense Force found Col onel Fedmahn
Kassad al nost two days | ater

He was di scovered |ying unconscious on one of the grassy noors which

| ead to the abandoned Chronos Keep, sone twenty kil oneters fromthe dead
city and the weckage of the Quster ejection pod. Kassad was naked and
al nrost dead fromthe effects of exposure and several serious wounds, but
he responded well to enmergency field treatment and was i medi ately
airlifted south of the Bridle Range to a hospital at Keats-

Reconnai ssance squads fromthe SDF battalion noved northward carefully,
cautious of the anti-entropic tides around the Tine Tonbs and wary of
any booby traps left behind by the Qusters. There were none. The
scouts found only the weckage of Kassad's escape nmechani smand the
burned out hul ks of the two assault boats which the Qusters had | anced
fromorbit. There were no clues as to why they had sl agged their own
shi ps and the Quster bodies-both in and around the boats - had been
burned beyond any hope of autopsy or anal ysis.

Kassad regai ned consci ousness three Hyperion days |ater, swore that he
remenbered nothing after stealing the squid, and was shi pped out on a
FORCE torchship two | ocal weeks later.

Upon returning to the Wb, Kassad resigned his comi ssion

For a while he was active in antiwar novenents, occasionally appearing
on the All Thing net arguing disarmanent. But the attack on Bressia had
nmobi | i zed the Hegenony toward true interstellar war as had nothing el se
in three centuries, and Kassad's voice was either drowned out or

di smssed as the guilty conscience of the Butcher of South Bressia.



In the sixteen years after Bressia, Colonel Kassad had di sappeared from
the Web and from the Wb consci ousness.

Al t hough there had been no nmore major battles, the Qusters remmined the
Hegermony's prinme bogeymnen.

Fedmahn Kassad was only a fadi ng nenory.

It was |ate norning when Kassad finished his story. The Consul blinked
and | ooked around him noticing the ship and its surroundings for the
first time in nore than two hours. The Benares had cone out into the
mai n channel of the Hoolie. The Consul could hear the creaks of the
chai ns and hawsers as the river mantas surged agai nst their harnesses.
The Benares appeared to be the only ship heading upriver, but now
nunerous snall craft were visible going the other way. The Consu
rubbed his forehead and was surprised to see his hand cone away slick
with sweat. The day had grown very warm and t he shadow of the tarp had
crept away fromthe Consul without his noticing. He blinked, w ped
sweat fromhis eyes, and noved into the shade to get a drink from one of
the Iiquor bottles the androids had set in a cabinet near the table.

"My God,' Father Hoyt was saying, 'so, according to this Mpneta
creature, the Time Tonbs are nmoving backward in time?"

'Yes,' said Kassad.

"I's that possible?" asked Hoyt.

"Yes." It was Sol Weintraub who answered.

"If that's true,' said Brawne Lamia, 'then you "net" this Moneta... or
what ever her real name is... in her past but your future ... in a
nmeeting that's still to cone.™

'Yes,' said Kassad.

Martin Silenus wal ked to the railing and spat into the river. ' Colonel
do you think the bitch was the Shrike?"

"I don't know." Kassad's npbnotone was barely audi bl e.

Silenus turned to Sol Wintraub. 'You're a scholar. |Is there anything
in the Shrike mnmythography that says the thing can change shape?"

"No,' said Weintraub. He was preparing a mlk globe to feed his
daughter. The infant made soft, newl ing noises and noved tiny fingers.

'Col onel,' said Het Masteen, 'the forcefield... whatever the fighting
suit was... did you bring it with you after the encounter with the
Qusters and this ...

f emal e?"

Kassad | ooked at the Tenplar a nonment and then shook his head.

The Consul was staring into his drink but his head suddenly snapped
upright with the force of a thought.



' Col onel, you said that you saw a vision of the Shrikc's killing tree..
the structure, the thing where it inpales its victins."

Kassad noved his basilisk stare fromthe Tenplar to the Consul. He
sl owl y nodded.

"And there were bodies on it?"

Anot her nod.

The Consul wi ped sweat fromhis upper lip. 'If the tree is traveling
backward in time with the Tine Tonbs, then the victins are from our
future.™”

Kassad said nothing. The others also were staring at the Consul now but
only Weintraub appeared to understand what the comment neant... and
what the Con-su!'s next question had to be.

The Consul resisted the urge to wi pe the sweat fromhis

lips again. His voice was steady. 'Did you see any of us there?"
Kassad said nothing for nmore than a minute. The soft sounds of the
river and the ship's rigging suddenly seened very |loud. Finally Kassad

took a breath. 'Yes."

Sil ence stretched again. Brawne Lamia broke it. 'WII you tell us
who?"

"No." Kassad rose and went to the stairway |eading to the | ower decks.
"Wait,' called Father Hoyt.

Kassad paused at the head of the stairway.

"WIl you at least tell us two other things?" 'Wat?"

Fat her Hoyt grinmaced froma wave of pain. His gaunt face went white
under its filmof perspiration. He took a breath and said, 'First, do
you think the Shrike... the worman... sonmehow wants to use you to start

this terrible interstellar war you foresaw?"

'Yes,' Kassad said softly.

"Second, will you tell us what you plan to petition the Shrike for... or
this Mneta... when you neet themon the pilgrinage?"

Kassad sniled for the first time. It was a thin snmle, and very, very
cold. 'I will nake no petition,' said Kassad. 'I will ask nothing of
them When | neet themthis time, | will kill them'

The other pilgrims did not speak or | ook at one another as Kassad went
bel ow. The Benares continued north-northeast into afternoon

THREE



The barge Benares entered the river port of Naiad an hour before sunset.
Crew and pilgrins pressed to the rail to stare at snol dering enbers of
what once had been a city of twenty thousand people. Little remained.
The fanobus River Front Inn, built in the days of Sad King Billy, had
burned to the foundations; its charred docks, piers, and screened

bal coni es now col | apsed into the shallows of the Hoolie. The

cust omhouse was a burned-out shell. The airship termnal on the north
end of town survived only as a bl ackened hulk, its nooring tower reduced
to a spire of charcoal. There was no sign whatsoever of the small
riverfront Shrike tenple. Worst of all, fromthe pilgrinms' point of
view, was the destruction of the Naiad River Station - the harness dock
| ay burned and saggi ng, the manta hol ding pens open to the river.

"God damm it!" said Martin Silenus.
"Who did it?" asked Father Hoyt. 'The Shrike?"

"More likely the SDF,' said the Consul. 'Although they may have been
fighting the Shrike."

"I can't believe this,' snapped Brawne Lanmia. She turned to A. Bettik

who had just joined themon the rear deck. 'Didn't you know this had
happened?"
"No,' said the android. 'There has been no contact with any point north

of the locks for nore than a week."

"Way the hell not?" asked Lanmia. 'Even if this godforsaken world
doesn't have a datasphere, don't you have radi 0o?"

A. Bettik smled slightly. 'Yes, M Lanmia, there is radio, but the
consats are down, the mcrowave repeater stations at the Karla Locks
wer e destroyed, and we have no access to shortwave."

"What about'the mantas?" asked Kassad. 'Can we press on to Edge with
t he ones we have."?"

Bettik frowmed. 'W wll have to, Colonel,' he said.

"But it is acrime. The two in harness will not recover from such a
pull. Wth fresh nantas we would have put into Edge before dawn. Wth
these two..." The android shrugged. 'Wth luck, if the beasts survive,
we will arrive by early afternoon..."

'The wi ndwagon will still be there, will it not?" asked Het Masteen

"W nust assunme so,' said A. Bettik. 'If you will excuse ne, | wll

see to feeding the poor beasts we have.

We shoul d be under way again wi thin the hour."

They saw no one in or near the ruins of Naiad. No river craft made

t hei r appearance above the city. An hour's pull northeast of the town
they entered the regi on where the forests and farnms of the | ower Hoolie
gave way to the undul ating orange prairie south of the Sea of G ass.

Cccasionally the Consul would see the 'nud towers of architect ants,



sone of their serrated structures near the river reaching al nost ten
neters in height. There was no sign of intact human habitation. The
ferry at Betty's Ford was totally gone, with not even a tow ope or
war m ng shack left to show where it had stood for alnpst two centuries.
The River Runners Inn at Cave Point was dark and silent. A  Bettik and
ot her crew nmenbers hal |l ooed, but there was no response fromthe bl ack
cave nout h.

Sunset brought a sensuous stillness over the river, soon broken by a
chorus of insect noises and night-bird calls. For a while the surface
of the Hoolie became a mrror of the gray-green disk of twlight sky,

di sturbed only by the | eap of dusk-feeding fish and the wake of the

| aboring mantas. As true darkness fell, innumerable prairie gossaners -
much pal er than their forest cousins, but also of greater w ngspan

| um nescent shades the size of small children - danced in the vales and
val l eys of the gently rolling hills. By the tine the constellations
energed and the neteor trails began scarring the night sky, a brilliant
display this far fromall man-made |light, the |anterns had been lit and
di nner set out on the aft deck

The Shrike pilgrins were subdued, as if still contenplating Col one
Kassad's gri mand confusing tale. The Consul had been drinking steadily
since before mdday and now he felt the pleasant displacement - from
reality, fromthe pain of nenory - which allowed himto get through each
day and night. Now he asked, his voice as careful and unslurred as only
a true al coholic's can be, whose turn it was to tell a tale.

"Mne,' said Martin Silenus. The poet also had been drinking steadily
since early in the day. H's voice was as carefully controlled as the
Consul 's but redness on his sharp cheeks and an al nost mani c brightness

of eye gave the old poet away. 'At least | drew nunber three..." He
held up his slip of paper. 'If you still want to hear the fucking
t hing."

Brawne Lamia lifted her glass of wine, scowed, and set it down.

' Perhaps we should tal k about what we have | earned fromthe first two
stories and how it mght relate to our current... situation."

"Not yet,' said Col onel Kassad. 'W don't have enough information."
'"Let M Silenus speak,' said Sol Weintruab. 'Then we

can begi n di scussi ng what we have heard."

"I agree,' said Lenar Hoyt.

Het Mastcen and the Consul nodded.

"Agreed!" cried Martin Silenus. '1'11 tell ny story. Just let ne
finish my fucking glass of wine."

THE PCET'S TALE: 'Hyperion Cantos
In the begi nning was the Word. Then cane the fucking word processor

Then canme the thought processor. Then canme the death of literature. And
so it goes.



Franci s Bacon once said, 'There arises froma bad and unapt formation of
words a wonderful obstruction to the mind." W have all contributed our
wonder ful obstructions to the mnd, have we not? | nore than nost. One
of the twentieth century's better, forgotten witers- that is
better-comma-forgotten, once bon

rnoted: 'i love being a witer. |It's the paperwork | can't stand." Get
it? Well, amigos and am gette, | |ove being a
poet. |It's the goddammed words | can't stand.

Where to start?
Start with Hyperion perhaps?
(Fade in) Alnpbst two standard centuries ago.

Sad King Billy's five seedships spin like gold dandelions above this al
too famliar lapis sky. W land |ike conquistadors strutting to and
fro; nmore than two thousand visual artists and witers and scul ptors and
poets and ARNi sts and vid nakers and holie directors and composers and
deconposers and God knows what all, supported by five tines that many
adm ni strators and technici ans and ecol ogi sts and supervi sors and court
chanber | ai ns and professional ass kissers, not to nmention the famly of
royal asses thenselves, supported in turn by ten tines that many
androids willing to till the soil and stoke the reactors and raise the
cities and lift that bale and tote that load... hell, you get the idea.

We | anded on a world already seeded by the poor buggers who'd gone

i ndigenie two centuries before and were living hand to nouth and cudge
to brain wherever they could. Naturally the noble descendants of these
brave pioneers greeted us |ike gods - especially after a few of our
security folk slagged a few of their nore aggressive | eaders- and
naturally we accepted their worship as our due and put themto work next
to our blueskins, plowing the south forty and working to build our
shining city on the hill.

And it was a shining city on a hill. Seeing the ruins today can tel

you not hing of the place. The desert had advanced in three centuries;

t he aqueducts fromthe nountains have fallen and shattered; the city
itself is only bones. But inits day the City of Poets was fair indeed,
a bit of Socrates's Athens with the intellectual excitenent of

Renai ssance Venice, the artistic fervor of Paris in the days of the

| mpressioni sts, the true denocracy of the first decade of Orbit City,
and the unlimted future of Tau Ceti Center

But, in the end, it was none of these things, of course.

It was only Hrothgar's claustrophobic mead hall with

the nonster waiting in the darkness without. W had our Grendel, to be
sure. W even had our Hrothgar if one squints a bit at Sad King Billy's

poor sl ouched profile.

We | acked only our Geats; our great, broad-shoul dered, small -brained
Beowul f with his band of merry psycho-paths.



So, lacking a Hero, we settled into the role of victims and conposed our
sonnets and rehearsed our ballets and unrolled our scrolls, wile al

the while our thorn-and-steel G endel served the night with fear and
harvest ed t hi ghbones and gristle.

And this was when | - a satyr then, forned in flesh as mirror to ny sou
- cane as close to conpleting ny Cantos, ny life's work, as | have cone
in five sad centuries of

st ubborn conti nuance.
(Fade to bl ack)

It occurs to ne that the Grendel tale is premature. The players have
not been brought upon the stage. Dislinear plotting and non-conti guous
prose have their adherents, not the |east of which aml, but in the end,
ny friends, it is character which wins or loses immortality upon the
vellum Haven't you ever harbored the secret thought that sonmewhere
Huck and Jimare- at this instant-poling their raft down sone river just
beyond our reach, so much nore real are they than the shoe clerk who
fitted us just a forgotten day ago? At any rate, if this fucking
story's to be told, you should know who's init. So --as much as it
pains me - VII back up to begin at the beginning.

In the beginning was the Word. And the Wrd was progranmed in classic
binary. And the Word said, 'Let there be Iife!" And so, somewhere in

t he TechnoCore vaults of ny nother's estate, frozen spermfromny

| ong- dead daddy was defrosted, set in suspension, shaken |ike the
vanilla malts of yore, |oaded into sonething part squirt gun and part
dildo, and - at the nagic touch of a trigger - ejaculated into Mther at
a tine when the noon was full and the egg was ri pe.

Mot her didn't have to be inpregnated in this barbaric fashion, of
course. She could have chosen ex utero fertilization, a nale lover with
a transpl ant of Daddy's

DNA, a clonal surrogate, a gene-spliced virgin birth, you nane it...
but, as she told me later, she opened her |egs

to tradition. M guess is that she preferred it that way.
Anyway, | was born.

| was born on Earth... dd Earth... and fuck you, Lamia, if you don't
believe it. W lived on Mother's estate on an island not far fromthe
North Anerican Preserve

Not es for sketch of home on Ad Earth:

Fragile twilights fading fromviolet to fuchsia to purple above the
crepe-paper sil houettes of trees beyond the southwest sweep of |awn.
Skies as delicate as translucent china, unscarred by cloud or contrail
The presynphony hush of first Iight followed by the cynmbal crash of
sunrise. Oanges and russets igniting to gold, the long, cool descent
to green: |eaf shadow, shade, tendrils of cypress and weeping wllow,
t he hushed green velvet of the gl ade.



Mot her's estate - our estate - a thousand acres centered in a mllion
nore. Lawns the size of small prairies with grass so perfect it
beckoned a body to lie on it, to nap on its soft perfection. Noble
shade trees making sundials of the Earth, their shadows circling in
stately procession; now mngling, now contracting to mdday, finally
stretching eastward with the dying of the day.

Royal oak. G ant elns. Cottonwod and cypress and redwood and bonsai
Banyan trees | owering new trunks |ike snpoth-sided colums in a tenple
roof ed by sky.

Wllows lining carefully laid canals and haphazard streans, their
hangi ng branches singing ancient dirges to the w nd.

Qur house rises on a low hill where, in the winter, the browning curves
of lawn |l ook |like the smooth flank of sone fermal e beast, all thigh
nuscl e and neant for speed.

The house shows its centuries of accretion: a jade tower on the east
courtyard catching the first light of dawn, a series of gables on the
south wing throwi ng triangles of shadow on the crystal conservatory at
teatime, the bal conies and naze of exterior stairways al ong the east
porticoes playing Escher games with afternoon's shadows.

It was after the Big M stake but before everything grew uninhabitable.
Mostly we occupied the estate during what we quaintly called 'periods of
rem ssion' -stretches of ten to ei ghteen quiet nmonths between pl anet-w de
spasns as the Kiev Teanmis goddamm little black hole digested bits of the
Earth's center and waited for its next feast. During the 'Bad Tines,'
we vacationed at Uncle Kowa's place out beyond the noon, on a
terra-forned asteroid brought there before the Quster mgration

You might already be able to tell that | was born with a silver spoon up
nmy ass. | offer no apologies. After three thousand years of dabbling
wi th denmocracy, the remaining Od Earth fanilies had cone to the
realization that the only way to avoid such riffraff was not to allow
themto breed. O, rather, to sponsor seedship fleets; spinship

expl orations, new farcaster nmigrations ... all of the panicked urgency
of the Hegira... as long as they bred out there and left Ad Earth
alone. The fact that the honeworld was a diseased old bitch, gone in
the teeth, didn't hurt the riffraff's urge to pioneer. No fools they.

And |ike the Buddha, | was al nbost grown before I saw ny first hint of
poverty. | was sixteen standard years old, on nmy Wanderjahr, and
backpacki ng through India when | saw a beggar. The Hindu A d Famlies
kept them around for religious reasons, but all | knew at the tinme was

that here was a man in rags, ribs showi ng, holding out a w cker basket
with an ancient credit diskey in it, begging for a touch of ny universa

card. M friends thought it was hysterical. | threwup. It was in
Benar es.
My chil dhood was privil eged but not obnoxiously so. | have pl easant

menori es of Grande Danme Sybil's fampbus parties (she was a great-aunt on
my mother's side). 1 remenber one three-day affair she threwin the
Manhat t an Archi pel ago, guests ferried in by dropship fromObit Cty and
fromthe European arcologies. | renenber the Enpire State Buil ding
rising fromthe water, its many lights reflecting on the | agoons and



fern canals; the EMVs unl oadi ng passengers on the observati on deck while
cooking fires burned on the overgrown island nounds of | ower buildings
all around.

The North Anerican Preserve was our private playground in those days. It
was sai d that about eight thousand people still resided in that
nysterious continent, but half of these were rangers. The rest included
t he renegade ARN sts who plied their trade by resurrecting species of
plants and animals | ong absent fromtheir antediluvian North Anmerican
haunts, the ecol ogy engineers, licensed primtives such as the Qgalalla
Sioux or the He!l's Angel Guild, and the occasional tourist. | had a
cousin who reportedly backpacked from one observation zone to the other
in the Preserve, but he did so in the Mdwest where the zones were
relatively close together and where the dinosaur herds were much
scarcer.

In the first century after the Big M stake, Gaea was nortally injured
but slow in the dying. The devastation was great during the Bad Tines -
and these cane nore often in precisely plotted spasns, shorter

rem ssions, nore terrible consequences after each attack - but the Earth
abi ded and repaired itself as best it could.

The Preserve was, as | say, our playground but, in a real sense, so was
all of the dying Earth. Mther let ne have ny own EMV when | was seven
and there was no place on the globe farther than an hour's flight from
honme. M best friend, Amalfi Schwartz, lived in the Munt Erebus
Estates in what had once been the Antarctic Republic. W saw each ot her
daily. The fact that O d Earth |l aw forbade farcasters did not bother us
in the least; lying on some hillside at night |ooking up through the ten
t housand Orbiting Lights and the twenty thousand beacons of the Ring, at
the two or three thousand visible stars, we felt no jeal ousy, no urge to
join the Hegira that even then was spinning the farcaster silk of the
Wor | dweb. We were happy.

My menories of Mdother are oddly stylized, as if she were anot her
fictional construct fromone of ny Dying Earth novels. Perhaps she was.
Perhaps | was raised by robots in the autonated cities of Europe,
suckl ed by androids in the Amazon Desert, or sinmply grown in a vat |ike
brewer's yeast. What | recall is Mdther's white gown sliding ghostlike
t hrough the shadowed roons of the estate; infinitely delicate blue veins
on the back of her

thi n-fingered hand as she poured tea in the damask and dust light of the
conservatory; candlelight caught like a gold fly in the spiderweb sheen
of her hair, hair done up in a bun in the style of the Grandes Danes.
Sonmetines 1 dreamthat | renmenber her voice, the lilt and tone and
turn-in-the-wonb centerhess of it, but then | awake and it becones only
the wind noving |ace curtains or the sound of sone alien sea on stone.

From ny earliest sense of self, | knewthat | would be - should be - a
poet. It was not as if | had a choice; nore like the dying beauty al
about breathed its last breath in nme and conmanded that | be doomed to
play with words the rest of ny days, as if in expiation for our race's
t houghtl ess slaughter of its crib world. So what the hell; | becane a
poet .

| had a tutor whose name was Bal t hazar, human but ancient, a refugee



fromancient Alexandria's flesh-scented alleys. Balthazar all but
gl owed blue-white fromthose crude, early Poul sen treatnents; he was
like an irradiated munmmy of a man, sealed in liquid plastic.

And randy as the proverbial goat. Centuries later, when | was in ny
satyr period, | felt that | finally understood poor don Balthazar's
priapi c conpul sions, but in those days it was nostly a hindrance to
keepi ng young girls on the estate's staff. Human or android, don
Bai t bazar did not discrimnmnate - he poi nked them all

Luckily for ny education, there was nothi ng honmbsexual in don

Bal t hazar's addiction to young flesh, so his escapades evi denced

t hensel ves either as absences fromour tutorial sessions or an

i nordi nate amount of attention |avished on nmenorizing verses from Ovid,
Senesh, or W.

He was an excellent tutor. W studied the ancients and the late

cl assical period, took field trips to the ruins of Athens, Rome, London,
and Hanni bal, M ssouri, and never once had a quiz or test. Don
Bal t hazar expected ne to |learn everything by heart at first encounter
and | did not disappoint him He convinced nmy nother that the pitfalls
of 'progressive education' were not for an Od Earth fanmly, so ! never
knew t he mi nd-stunting shortcuts of RNA medication, datasphere

i mer si on,

system c flashback training, stylized encounter groups, 'higher-I|eve
thinking skills' at the expense of facts, or preliterate programm ng. As
a result of these deprivations, | was able to recite all of Fitzgerald's
translation of the Odyssey by the time | was six, compose a sestina
before |I could dress nyself, and think in spiral fugue-verse before

ever interfaced with an Al.

My scientific education, on the other hand, was sonething | ess than
stringent. Don Balthazar had little interest in what he referred to as

"the nmechanical side of the universe." | was twenty-two before
realized that conmputers, RMJs, and Uncle Kowa's asteroidal |ife-support
devi ces were machi nes and not some benevol ent nanifestations of the
animas around us. | believed in fairies, woodsprites, nunerol ogy,

astrol ogy, and the magic of Mdsunmer's Eve deep in the primtive
forests of the NAP. Like Keats and Lanb in Haydon's studi o, don
Bal t hazar and 1 drank toasts to 'the confusion of mathematics' anc
nour ned the destruction of' the poetry of the rainbow by M Newton's
prying prism. The early distrust and actual hatred of all things
scientific and clinical served me well in later life. It is not
difficult, 1 have learned, to remain a pre-Copernican pagan in the
postscientific Hegenony.

My early poetry was execrable. As with nost bad poets, | was unaware of
this fact, secure in my arrogance that the very act of creating gave
sone worth to the worthl ess abortions |I was spawni ng. M not her

remai ned tolerant even as | left reeking little piles of doggerel |ying
around t he house. She was indul gent of her only child even if he was as
blithely incontinent as an unhousebroken || ana.

Don Bal thazar never commented on ny work; primarily, | assume, because
never showed himany of it. Don Baithazar thought that the venerable
Daton was a fraud, that Sal nud Brevy and Robert Frost shoul d have hanged



themsel ves with their own entrails, that Wrdsworth was a fool, and that
anything | ess than Shakespeare's sonnets was a profanati on of the

| anguage. | saw no reason to bother don Baitbazar with nmy verse, rife
wi t h buddi ng genius though | knew it to be.

| published several of these little literary turds in the various
hardcopy journals then in vogue in the various arcol ogi es of the

Eur opean Houses, the amateur editors of these crude journals being as

i ndul gent of ny nother as she was of me. COccasionally | would press
Amal fi or one of ny other playmates - less aristocratic than | and thus
with access to the datasphere or fatline transmtters - to uplink sone
of my verses to the Ring or to Mars, and thus to the burgeoning
farcaster col onies.

They never replied. | assuned they were too busy.

Belief in one's identity as a poet or witer prior to the acid test of
publication is as naive and harm ess as the youthful belief in one's
imortality... and the inevitable disillusionnent is just as painful

My nother died with Od Earth. About half the A d Fanmilies stayed
during that last cataclysm | was twenty years old then and had nmade ny
own romantic plans to die with the homeworld. Mother decided otherw se.

What concerned her was not ny premature demise - like nme, she was far
too self-centered to think of sonmeone else at a tine |like that - nor
even the fact that the death of my DNA would mark the end of a line of
aristocrats which stretched back to the Muyfl ower;, no, what bothered
Mot her was that the family was going to die out in debt. Qur |ast
hundred years of extravagance, it seens, had been financed through
nmassi ve | oans fromthe R ng Bank and other discreet extraterrestria
institutions.

Now t hat the continents of Earth were crashi ng under the inpact of
contraction, the great forests aflane, the oceans heaving and heating
thenselves into a lifeless soup, the very air transformng itself into
sonet hing too hot and thick to break and too thin to plow, now the banks
want ed their noney back. | was coll ateral

O, rather, Mdther's plan was. She liquidated all avail able assets sone
weeks before that phrase becane a literal reality, deposited a quarter
of amllion marks in long-termaccounts in the fleeing R ng Bank, and
di spatched me on a trip to the R fkin Atnospheric Protectorate on
Heaven's Gate, a minor world circling the star Vega. Even then, that

poi sonous world had a

farcaster connection to Sol System but | did not farcast.

Nor was | a passenger on the single spinship with Hawki ng drive which
put into Heaven's Gate each standard year. No, Mdther sent nme to this
back end of the outback on a Phase Three ranmship, slower than |ight,
frozen with the cattle enbryos and orange juice concentrate and feeder
viruses, on a trip that took one hundred and twenty-nine shipboard
years, with an objective tinme-debt of one hundred and sixty-seven

st andard years!

Mot her figured that the accrued interest on the |long-termaccounts would



be enough to pay off our famly debt and perhaps allow me to survive
confortably for a while. For the first and last tine in her life,
Mot her figured w ong.

Notes for a sketch of Heaven's Gate:

Mud | anes which run back fromthe station's conversion docks |ike a
pattern of sores on a |leper's back

Sufrus-brown cl ouds which hang in tatters froma rotten burlap sky. A
tangl e of shapel ess wooden structures half decayed before they were ever
fully constructed, their panel ess wi ndows now staring sightlessly into

t he gapi ng nout hs of their neighbors. |ndigenies breeding Iike..

i ke humans, | suppose ... eyeless cripples, lungs burned out with air
rot, squiring a nest of a dozen offspring, the children's skin scabrous
by age five-standard, their eyes watering incessantly fromthe sting of
an atnmosphere which will kill them before they're forty, their smles
carious, their oily hair rife with lice and the bl ood bags of dracul a
ticks. Proud parents beam ng. Twenty mllion of these doomed schnucks,
crowded into sluns overflowing an island snmaller than ny famly's west
lawn on AOd Earth, all of themfighting to breathe the only breathable
air on a world where the standard is to inhale and die, crowding ever
closer to the center of the sixty-mile radius of survivabl e atnosphere
whi ch the Atnospheric Generating Station had been

able to provide before it began to nal function
Heaven's Gate: ny new hone.

Mot her had not taken into account the possibility that all Od Earth
accounts woul d be frozen- and then

appropriated into the growi ng Wrl dweb econony. Nor had she renmenbered
that the reason people had waited for the Hawking drive to see the
spiral armof the galaxy is that in long-termcryogenic sleep - as
opposed to a few weeks or nonths of fugue - chances of terminal brain

damage were one in six. | was lucky. Wen | was uncrated on Heaven's
Gate and put to work digging out acid canals beyond the perineter, | had
suffered only a cerebral accident - a stroke. Physically, | was able to

work in the nud pits within a few | ocal weeks. Mentally, there was nuch
left to be desired.

The left side of nmy brain had been shut down |ike a damaged section of a
spi nship being sealed off, airtight doors |eaving the dooned
conpartnents open to vacuum | could still think. Control of the right
side of nmy body soon returned. Only the | anguage centers had been
damaged beyond sinple repair. The marvel ous organi c computer wedged in
nmy skull had dunped its | anguage content |like a flawed program The

ri ght hem sphere was not without sone | anguage - but only the nost
emotionally charged units of communication could |odge in that affective
hem sphere; ny vocabul ary was now down to nine words. (This, | |earned
| ater, was exceptional, many victins of CVAs retain only two or three.)
For the record, here is my entire vocabul ary of manageabl e words: fuck
shit, piss, cunt, goddamm, notherfucker, asshol e, peepee, and poopoo.

A quick analysis will show sone redundancy here. | had at ny disposa



ei ght nouns, which stood for six things; five of the eight nouns coul d
doubl e as verbs. | retained one indisputable noun and a single

adj ective which also could be used as a verb or expletive. M new

| anguage uni verse was conpri sed of four nonosyll ables, three conpound
words, and two baby-tal k repetitions.

My arena of literal expression offered four avenues to the topic of
elimnation, tw references to human anatomny, one request for divine
i mprecation, one standard description of or request for coitus, and a
coital variation which was no |onger an option for ne since nmy nother
was deeeased.

Al in all, it was enough

I will not say that | renenber ny three years in the nmud pits and sline
sluns of Heaven's Gate with fondnexs, but it is true that these years
were at |east as formative as - and probably nore so than - ny previous
two decades on A d Earth.

I soon found that anobng ny intimte acquai ntances - A d Sludge, the
scoop-shovel foreman; Unk, the slumyard bully to whom | paid ny
protection bribes; Kiti, the lice-ridden crib doxy whom | slept with
when | could afford it - my vocabulary served me well. 'Shit-fuck,"' |
woul d grunt, gesticulating. 'Asshole cunt peepec fuck."

"Ah,' grinned A d Sludge, showi ng his one tooth, 'going to the conpany
store to get sone al gae chew es, huh?"

' Goddam poopoo,’' | would grin back at him

The Iife of a poet lies not nerely in the finite | anguage-dance of
expression but in the nearly infinite conbinations of perception and
menory conbined with the sensitivity to what is perceived and
renmenmbered. M three local years on Heaven's Gate, alnost fifteen
hundred standard days, allowed ne to see, to feel, to hear -to renenber,
as if | literally had been born again. Little matter that | had been
born again in hell; reworked experience is the stuff of all true poetry
and raw experience was the birthing gift of my new life.

There was no problem adapting to a brave new world a century and a half
beyond ny own. For all of our talk of expansion and pioneering spirit

t hese past five centuries, we all know how stultified and static our
human uni verse has becone. W are in a confortable Dark Ages of the

i nventive mnd; institutions change but little, and that by gradua

evol ution rather than revolution; scientific research creeps crablike in
a lateral shuffle, where once it |eaped in great intuitive bounds;

devi ces change even | ess, plateau technol ogi es common to us woul d be
instantly identifiable- and operable!l- to our great-grandfathers.

So while | slept the Hegenobny becanme a fornmal entity, the Worldweb was
spun to sonething close to its final shape, the All Thing took its
denocratic place anong the list of humanity's benevol ent despots, the
TechnoCore seceded from hurman service and then offered its help as an
ally rather than a slave, and the Qusters retreated to darkness and the
role of Nenesis - . . but all these things had been creeping toward
critical nmass even before | was frozen into nmy ice coffin between the
pork bellies and sherbet, and such obvi ous extensions of old trends took



little effort to understand. Besides, history viewed fromthe inside is
al ways a dark, digestive ness, far different fromthe easily
recogni zabl e cow viewed from afar by historians.

My life was Heaven's Gate and the m nute-to-nm nute demands of surviva
there. The sky was al ways an eternal yell ow brown sunset hanging |ike a
collapsing ceiling mere meters above ny shack. M shack was oddly
confortable: a table for eating, a cot for sleeping and fucking, a hole
for pissing and shitting, and a wi ndow for silent staring. M
environnent mirrored nmy vocabul ary.

Prison al ways has been a good place for witers, killing, as it does,
the twin denons of nobility and diversion, and Heaven's Gate was no
exception. The Atnmospheric Protectorate owned my body but ny nmind - or
what was left of it - was nine.

On AOd Earth, ny poetry was conposed on a Sadu- Dekenar cornl og thought
processor while | lounged in a padded chai se longue or floated in my EM
barge above dark | agoons or wal ked pensively through scented bowers.

The execrabl e, undisciplined, Iinp-wisted flatulent products of those
reveries already have been descri bed.

On Heaven's Gate, | discovered what a nental stinulant physical |abor
could be; not nere physical labor, 1 should add, but absolutely

spi ne- bendi ng, |ung-racking, gut-ripping, |liganment-tearing, and

bal | - breaki ng physical |abor. But as long as the task is both onerous
and repetitive, | discovered, the mind is not only free to wander to
nore i magi native clines, it actually flees to higher planes.

Thus, on Heaven's Gate, as | dredged bottom scumfromthe slop canals
under the red gaze of Vega Prinmo or crawl ed on hands and knees t hrough
stal actites and

stal agm tes of rebreather bacteria in |abyrinthine |ungpipes, | becane a
poet .
Al 1 lacked were the words.

the station's

The twentieth century's nost honored witer, WIliam Gass, once said in
an interview, 'Wrds are the supreme objects. They are m nded things."

And so they are. As pure and transcendent as any |dea which ever cast a
shadow into Plato's dark cave of our perceptions. But they are also
pitfalls of deceit and m sperception. Wrds bend our thinking to
infinite paths of self-delusion, and the fact that we spend nobst of our
mental lives in brain mansions built of words neans that we lack the
objectivity necessary to see the terrible distortion of reality which

| anguage brings. Exanple: the Chinese pictogramfor '"integrity' is a
two-part synbol of a man literally standing next to his word. So far

so good. But what does the Late English word 'honesty' nean? O
"Motherland'? O 'progress'7 O 'denocracy' ?

O 'beauty'? But even in our self-deception, we becone gods.



A phi | osopher/ mat hemati ci an naned Bertrand Russell, who |ived and died
in the same century as Gass, once wote: 'Language serves not only to
express thought but to make possi bl e thoughts which could not exist
without it." Here is the essence of mankind's creative genius: not the
edifices of civiliz.tion nor the bang-flash weapons which can end it,

but the words which fertilize new concepts |ike spernatazoa attacki ng an
ovum It mght be argued that the Sianese-twin infants of word/idea are
the only contribution the human species can, will, or should nake to the
revel i ng cosnos.

(Yes, our DNA is unique but so is a salanmander's. Yes, we construct
artifacts but so have species ranging frombeavers to the architect ants
whose crenellated towers are visible right now off the port bow Yes,
we weave real-fabric things fromthe dreanmstuff of mathematics, but the
universe is hardnired with arithnmetic. Scratch a circle and :r peeps
out. Enter a new solar systemand Tycho Brahe's fornmulae lie waiting
under the bl ack velvet cloak of space/tinme. But where has the universe
hi dden a word

under its outer |ayer of biology, geonmetry, or insensate rock?) Even the
traces of other intelligent |Iife we have found - the blinps on Jove I
the Labyrinth Builders, the Seneschai enpaths on Hebron, the Stick
Peopl e of Durulis, the architects of the Time Tonbs, the Shrike itself -
have | eft us nysteries and obscure artifacts but no | anguage. No words.

The poet John Keats once wote to a friend of his named Bailey: 'l am
certain of nothing but the holiness of the Heart's affections and the
truth of Imagination - Wat the inmagi nati on seizes as Beauty nust be
truth - whether it existed before or not."

The Chinese poet George Wi, who died in the Last Sino-Japanese War about
three centuries before the Hegira, understood this when he recorded on
his com og: 'Poets are the mad nmidwives to reality. They see not what
is, nor what can be, but what nust becone." Later, on his last disk to
his lover the week before he died, Wi said: 'Wrds are the only bullets
intruth's bandolier. And poets are the snipers."”

You see, in the beginning was the Wrd. And the Wrd was made flesh in
t he weave of the human universe.

And only the poet can expand this universe, finding shortcuts to new
realities the way the Hawking drive tunnels under the barriers of

Ei nstei ni an space/time.

To be a poet, | realized, a true poet, was to becone the Avatar of
humanity incarnate; to accept the mantle of poet is to carry the cross
of the Son of Man, to suffer the birth pangs of the Soul - Mot her of
Humani ty.

To be a true poet is to becone Cod.

| tried to explain this to ny friends on Heaven's Gate.

"Piss, shit," | said. 'Asshole notherfucker, goddamm shit goddamm.
Cunt. Peepee cunt. Goddam!'’

They shook their heads and sniled, and wal ked away.



Great poets are rarely understood in their own day.

The yel | ow- brown clouds rained acid on me. | waded in nud up to ny

t hi ghs and cl eaned | eechweed fromthe city sewer pipes. dd Sludge died
during ny second year there when we were all working on a project
extending the First Avenue Canal to the Mdsunmp Midflats. An

accident. He was clinmbing a slime dune to rescue a single sul fur-rose
fromthe advanci ng grouter when there was a mudquake. Kiti married

shortly after that. She still worked part tine as a crib doxy, but I
saw | ess and less of her. She died in childbirth shortly after the
green tsunam carried away Mudflat City. | continued to wite poetry.

How is it, you mght ask, that sonmeone can wite fine verse with a
vocabul ary of only nine right-hem sphere words?

The answer is that | used no words at all. Poetry is only secondarily
about words. Primarily, it is about tuth. | dealt with the Ding an
$i ¢h, the substance behind the shadow, weavi ng powerful concepts,
simles, and connections the way an engi neer would rai se a skyscraper
wi th the whiskered-alloy skel eton being constructed |ong before the

gl ass and plastic and chromal um num appears.

And slowy the words returned. The brain retrains and retools itself
amazingly well. Wat had been lost in the |eft hem sphere found a hone
el sewhere or reasserted their prinacy in the damaged regions |ike

pi oneers returning to a fire-danaged plain made nore fertile by the
flames. \Were before a sinmple word like "salt' would | eave ne
stuttering and. gasping, my mnd probing enptiness |like a tongue
proddi ng the socket of a missing tooth, now the words and phrases fl owed
back slowy, like the names of forgotten playmates. During the day |

| abored in the slinefields, but at night |I sat at my splintered table
and wote nmy Cantos by the light of a hissing ghee lanmp. Mark Twain
once opined in his honey way: 'The difference between the right word and
the alnost right word is the difference between |ightning and the
lightning bug." He was droll but inconplete.

Duri ng those I ong nonths of beginning nmy Cantos on Heaven's Gate, |

di scovered that the difference between finding the right word as opposed
to accepting the alnost right word was the difference between being
struck by lightning and nerely watching a |ightning display.

So ny Cantos began and grew. Witten on the flimsy sheets of recycled
| eechweed fiber which they issued by

the ton for use as toilet paper, scribbled by one of the cheap felt-tip
pens sold at the Company Store, the Cantos took shape. As the words
returned, slipping into place |like once scattered pieces of a 3-D

pu:,le, | needed a form Returning to don Baithazar's teachings, 1
tried on the nmeasured nobility of MIlton's epic verse. Gaining
confidence, | added the romantic sensuality of a Byron natured by a
Keat si sh cel ebration of the |language. Stirring all this, | seasoned the
m xture with a dash of Yeats's brilliant cynicismand a pinch of Pound' s
obscure, scholastic arrogance. | chopped, diced, and added such

ingredients as Eliot's control of inmagery, Dylan Thonas's feel for
pl ace, Delnore Schwartz's sense of doom Steve Temis touch of horror



Sal mud Brevy's plea for innocence; Daton's |ove of the convoluted rhyne
schenme, Wi's worship of the physical, and Ednond Ki Fererra's radica
pl ayf ul ness.

In the end, of course, | threwthis entire mxture out and wote the
Cantos in a style all ny own.

If it had not been for Unk the slunyard bully, | probably still would be
on Heaven's Gate, digging acid canals by day and witing Cantos by
ni ght.

It was my day off and | was carrying ny Cantos - the only copy of ny
manuscript! - to the Company Library in the Conmon Hall to do sone
research when Unk and two of his cronies appeared froman alley and
demanded i nredi ate paynent of the next nonth's protection noney. W had
no universal cards in the Heaven's Gate Atnobspheric Protectorate; we
paid our debts in conpany scrip or bootleg marks. | had neither. Unk
demanded to see what was in ny plastic shoul der bag.

Wthout thinking, | refused. It was a mistake. |If I'd shown Unk the
manuscri pt, he nost probably woul d have scattered it in the nud and

sl apped nme around after naking threats. As it was, my refusal angered
him so he and his two Neanderthal conpanions tore open the bag,
scattered the manuscript in the nud, and beat nme within the proverbia
inch of ny life.

It so happened that on this day an EMV belonging to a Protectorate air
quality control manager was passing

| ow above and the wife of the manager, traveling alone to the arc's
Conpany Residential Store, ordered the EMW down, had her android servant
retrieve me and what was left of nmy Cantos, and then personally drove ne
to the Conpany Hospital. Normally, the nenmbers of the bonded work force
recei ved nmedical aid, if any, at the walk-in Bio dinic, but the
hospital did not want to refuse the wife of a nanager so | was adnitted
- still unconscious - and wat ched over by a hunman doctor and the
manager's wife while | recovered in a healing tank

Al right, to make a banal long story into a banal short story, I'll cut
to the uplink. Helenda - that was the manager's wife - read ny
manuscript while | was floating in renewal nutrient. She liked it. On
the sane day | was being decanted in the Conpany Hospital, Hel enda
farcast to Renai ssance where she showed ny Cantos to her sister Felia,
who had a friend whose | over knew an editor at Transline Publishing.
When | awoke the next day, ny broken ribs had been set, nmy shattered
cheekbone had been heal ed, ny bruises were gone, and |'d received five
new teeth, a new cornea for ny left eye, and a contract with Transline.

My book cane out five weeks later. A week after that, Hel enda divorced

her manager and married me. It was her seventh nmarriage, nmy first. W
honeynooned on the Concourse and, when we returned a nonth later, ny
book had sold nore than a billion copies - the first book of verse to
hit the bestseller lists in four centuries - and | was a nmllionaire

many tinmes over.

Tyrena Wngreen-Feif was ny first editor at Transline. It was her idea
to title the book The Dying Earth (a records search showed a novel by



that name five hundred years earlier, but the copyright had | apsed and
the book was out of print). It was her idea to publish just the
sections of the Cantos which dealt with the nostalgic final days of Ad
Earth. And it was her idea to renmove the sections which she thought
woul d bore the readers - the phil osophi cal passages, the descriptions of
ny not her, the sections which paid honmage to earlier poets, the places
where | played with experinental verse, the nore persona

passages - everything, in fact, except the descriptions of the idyllic
final days which, enptied of all heavier freight, cane across as
sentimental and insipid. Four nonths after publication The Dying Earth
had sold two and a half billion hardfax copies, an abridged and
digitalized version was available on the See Thing datasphere, and it
had been optioned for the holies.

Tyrena pointed out that the tining had been perfect..

that the original trauma shock of the death of O d Earth had neant a
century of denial, alnmpst as if Earth had never existed, followed by a
period of revived interest culmnating in the Od Earth nostalgia cults
whi ch coul d now be found on every world in the Web. A book - even a
book of verse - dealing with the final days had struck at precisely the
ri ght nmonment.

For me, the first few nonths of |ife as a celebrity in the Hegenbny were
far nore disorienting than ny earlier transition fromspoiled son of Ad
Earth to enslaved stroke victimon Heaven's Gate. During those first
months | did book and fax signing on nore than a hundred worl ds;

appeared on ' The Al Net Now! " show with Marnon Hanmlit; | met CEO

Seni ster Per6t and Al Thing Speaker Drury Fein aswell as a score of
senators; | spoke to the Interplanetary Society of PEN Wwnen and to the
Lusus Witers' Union; | was given honorary degrees at the University of
New Earth and at Canbridge Two; | was feted, interviewed, inmaged

revi ewed (favorably), bioed (unauthorized), |ionized, serialized, and
swindled. It was a busy tine.

Notes for a sketch of life in the Hegenony:
My hone has thirty-eight roons on thirty-six worlds.

No doors: the arched entrances are farcaster portals, a few opaqued wth
privacy curtains, nbst open to observation and entry. Each room has

wi ndows everywhere and at |least two walls with portals. Fromthe grand
di ning hall on Renai ssance Vector, 1 can see the bronze skies and the
verdigris towers of Keep Enable in the valley bel ow ny vol cani c peak

and by turning ny head I can | ook through the farcaster portal and
across the expense of white carpet in the formal living area to see

the Edgar All an Sea crash against the spires of Point Prospero on
Nevernore. M library |ooks out on the glaciers and green skies of

Nor dhol mwhile a wal k of ten paces allows nme to descend a short stairway
to ny tower study, a confortable, open roomencircled by polarized gl ass
whi ch offers a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of the highest peaks of

t he Kushpat Karakoram a mountain range two thousand kilometers fromthe
nearest settlenent in the easternnost reaches of the Janmu Republic on
Deneb Drei.



The huge sl eeping room Hel enda and | share rocks gently in the boughs of
a three-hundred-neter Wrldtree on the Tenplar world of God's Grove and
connects to a solariumwhich sits alone on the arid saltflats of Hebron.

Not all of our views are of wilderness: the nedia roomopens to a

ski mrer pad on the hundred and thirty-eighth floor of a Tau Ceti Center
arctower and our patio lies on a terrace overlooking the market in the
A d Section of bustling New Jerusalem The architect, a student of the

| egendary M Il on DeHaVre, has incorporated several snall jokes into the
house' s design: the steps go down to the tower room of course, but
equally droll is the exit fromthe eyrie which |leads to the exercise

roomon the | owest |evel of Lusus's deepest Hive, or perhaps the guest
bat hr oom whi ch consists of toilet, bidet, sink and shower stall on an
open, wall-less raft afloat on the violet seaworld of Mare Infinitus.

At gst the shifts in gravity fromroomto roomwere disturbing, out I
soon adapt ed, subconsciously bracing nyself for the drag of Lusus and
Hebron and Sol Draconi Septera, unconsciously anticipating the |Iess than
| -stanclra-g freedomof the majority of the roons.

In the te ,,t nclard nonths Hel enda and | are together we spend little
6--. in our honme, preferring instead to nove with frcids ,,nong the
resorts and vacation arcol ogi es and ni ght spots of the Worl dweb. Qur
"friends' are the former farcaster set, now calling thenselves the
Caribou Herd after an extinct, Od Earth nmgratory marmal. This herd
consists of other witers, a few successful visual artists, Concourse
intellectuals, Al Thing nedia representatives, a few radical ARN sts

and cosnetic gene splicers, Wb aristocrats, wealthy farcaster freaks
and Fl ashback addicts, a few holie and stage directors, a scattering of
actors and perfornmance artists, several Mfia dons gone straight, and a
revolving list of recent celebrities... nyself included.

Everyone drinks, uses stims and autoinplants, takes the wire, and can
afford the best drugs. The drug of choice is Flashback. It is
definitely an upper-class vice: one needs the full range of expensive
inmplants to fully experience it.

Hel enda has seen to it that | have been so fitted: bionmonitors, sensory
extenders, and internal com og, neural shunts, kickers, netacortex
processors, blood chips, RNA tapeworns . . . nmy nother woul dn't have
recogni zed ny insides.

| try Flashback twice. The first time is a glide - |I target my ninth
birthday party and hit it with the first salvo. It is all there: the
servants singing on the north | awn at daybreak, don Balthazar grudgingly
canceling classes so | can spend the day with Amalfi in ny EWMV,
streaking across the gray dunes of the Amazon Basin in gay abandon; the
torchlight procession that evening as representatives of the other Ad
Fam lies arrive at dusk, their brightly wapped presents gl eani ng under
the noon and the Ten Thousand Lights. | rise fromnine hours in

Fl ashback with a snile on ny face. The second trip alnost kills ne.

I am four and crying, seeking my nother through endl ess roonms snelling
of dust and old furniture. Android servants seek to console nme but |
shake off their hands, running down hallways soiled with shadows and the
soot of too many generations. Breaking the first rule | ever |earned,



t hrow open the doors to Mother's sewing room her sanctum sanctorumto
whi ch she retires for three hours every afternoon and from which she
emerges with her soft smle, the hem of her pale dress whispering across
the carpet like the echo of a ghost's sigh.

Mother is sitting there in the shadows. ! amfour and ny finger has
been hurt and | rush to her, throwi ng nyself into her arnms.

She does not respond. One of her elegant arms remains reclined al ong
t he back of the chaise !ongue, the other remains |linp on the cushion

I pull back, shocked by her cool plasticity. | tug open the heavy
vel vet drapes without rising fromher |ap

Mot her's eyes are white, rolled back in her head. Her lips are slightly
open. Drool npistens the corners of her nouth and glints on her perfect
chin. Fromthe gold threads of her hair - done up in the G ande Dane
style she favors - | see the cold steel gleamof the stimw re and the
dul l er sheen of the skull socket she has plugged it into. The patch of
bone on either side is very white. On the table near her left hand lies
the empty Fl ashback syringe.

The servants arrive and pull me away. Mdther never blinks. | am pulled
screamng fromthe room

| wake scream ng

Perhaps it was ny refusal to use Flashback agai n whi ch hastened

Hel enda' s departure, but | doubt it. | was a toy to her - a primtive
who anused her by ny innocence about a |life she had taken for granted
for many decades.

VWhat ever the case, ny refusal to Flashback left me with many days

wi thout her; the tinme spent in replay is real time and Fl ashback users
often die having spent nore days of their |ives under the drug than they
ever experienced consci ous.

At first | entertained nyself with the inplants and technotoys which had
been denied to ne as a nenber of an O d Earth Fanmily. The datasphere

was a constant delight that first year - | called up infornation al nost
continually, living in a frenzy of full interface. | was as addicted to
raw data as the Caribou Herd were to their stims and drugs. | could

i magi ne don Bal thazar spinning in his nolten grave as | gave up
long-term nenmory for the transient satisfaction of inplant ommi science.
It was only later that | felt the |oss- Fitzgerald s Odyssey, W's

Fi nal March, and a score of other epics which had survived nmy stroke now
were shredded |ike cloud fragnents in a high wind. Mch later, freed of
i mpl ants, | painstakingly |earned them all again.

For the first and only tinme in ny life 1 becane political

Days and nights would pass with ne nonitoring the Senate on farcaster
cable or lying tapped into the All Thing. Someone once estimated that
the All Thing deals with about a hundred active pieces of Hegenmpony

| egi sl ati on per day, and during my nonths spent screwed into the
sensorium | mssed none of them M voice and nane becane well known on
t he debate channels. No bill was too small, no issue too sinmple or too



conplex for ny input. The sinple act of voting every few m nutes gave
ne a fal se sense of having acconplished something. | finally gave up
the political obsession only after | realized that accessing the Al
Thing regularly neant either staying home or turning into a wal ki ng
zonbie. A person constantly busy accessing on his inplants nmakes a
pitiful sight in public and it didn't take Hel enda's derision to nake ne
realize that if | stayed hone | would turn into an Al Thing sponge |ike
so many mllions of other slugs around the Web. So | gave up politics.
But by then |I had found a new passion: religion.

| joined religions. Hell, | helped create religions. The Zen Gnhostic
Church was expandi ng exponentially and | becane a true believer,
appearing on HTV tal k shows and searching for ny Places of Power with
all of the devoutness of a pre-Hegira Muslimpilgrinmaging to Mecca.
Besides, | |loved farcasting. | had earned al nbst a hundred nillion
marks fromroyalties for The Dying Earth, and Hel enda had i nvested wel |
but soneone once figured that a farcaster hone such as mne cost nore
than fifty thousand marks a day just to keep in the Wb and | did not
limt my farcasting to the thirty-six worlds of nmy home. Transline
Publ i shing had qualified me for a gold universal card and | used it
liberally, farcasting to unlikely corners of the Wb and then spendi ng
weeks staying in luxury accombdations and | easing EMs to find ny

Pl aces of Power in renpote areas of backwater worlds.

I found none. | renounced Zen Gnostici smabout the same tinme Hel enda
divorced ne. By that tinme the bills were piling up and I had to
liquidate nbst of the stocks and long-terminvestnents remaining to ne
after Hel enda had taken her share. (1 was not only naive and in |ove
when she had had her attorneys draw up the marriage contract... | was
stupid.)

Eventual Iy, even with such economies as cutting down ny farcasting and
di smissing the android servants, | was facing financial disaster

| went to see Tyrena W ngreen-Feif.

'"No one wants to read poetry,' she said, leafing through the thin stack
of Cantos | had witten in the past year and a half.

"What do you nean?" | said. 'The Dying Earth was poetry:

'The Dying Earth was a fluke,' said Tyrena. Her nails were |ong and
green and curved in the latest mandarin fashion; they curled around mny
manuscript |ike the claws of sone chlorophyll beast. 'It sold because
t he mass subconscious was ready for it."

' Maybe t he mass subconscious is ready for this,' 1 said. | was
begi nning to get angry.

Tyrena | aughed. It was not an altogether pleasant sound. 'Martin
Martin, Martin,' she said. 'This is poetry. You're witing about
Heaven's Gate and the Caribou Herd, but what cones across is |oneliness,

di spl acenment, angst, and a cynical |ook at humanity." ' So?"

'So no one wants topay for a | ook at another person's angst,' |aughed
Tyrena.



| turned away from her desk and wal ked to the far side of the room Her
of fice took up the entire four hundred and thirty-fifth floor of the
Transline Spire in the Babel section of Tau Ceti Center. There were no
wi ndows; the circular roomwas open fromfloor to ceiling, shielded by a
sol ar-generated contai nnent field which showed no shi mer whatsoever. It
was |i ke standing between two gray pl ates suspended hal fway between the
sky and earth. | watched crimson clouds nove between the | esser spires
hal f a kilometer below and | thought about hubris.

Tyrena's office had no doorways, stairways, elevators, field lifts, or

trapdoors: no connection to the other levels at all. One entered
Tyrena's office through the five-faceted farcaster which shimered in
mdair |like an abstract hoioscul pture. | found myself thinking about
tower fires and power failures as well as hubris. | said,

"Are you saying that you won't publish it?"

"Not at all,' smiled nmy editor. 'You ve earned Transline severa
billion marks, Martin. We will publish it. Al |I amsaying is that no
one will buy it."

"You're wong!" | shouted. 'Not everyone recognizes fine poetry, but
there are still enough people who read to make it a bestseller.”

Tyrena did not |augh again but her smile slashed upward in a tw st of
green lips. 'Martin, Martin, Martin,' she said, 'the popul ation of
literate people has been declining steadily since Gutenberg' s day. By
the twentieth century, less than two percent of the people in the
so-cal l ed industrialized denbcraci es read even one book a year. And
that was before the smart machi nes, dataspheres, and user-friendly
environnents. By the Hegira, ninety-eight percent of the Hegenobny's
popul ati on had no reason to read anything. So they didn't bother
learning howto. It's worse t$day. There are nore than a hundred
billion human beings in the Wrldweb and | ess than one percent of them
bothers to hardfax any printed material, nuch | ess read a book."

'The Dying Earth sold alnost three billion copies,' | rem nded her

"M hmm' said Tyrena. 'It was the Pilgrims Progress Effect.”

' The what ?"

"Pilgrims Progress Effect. |In the Massachusetts Colony of... what was
it! - seventeenth-century Od Earth, every decent fanmily had to have a
copy in the household. But, my heavens, no one had to read it. It was

the sane with Hitler's Mein Kanpfor Stukatsky's
Visions in the Eye of a Decapitated Child."
"Who was Hitler?" | said

Tyrena smiled slightly. "An Od Earth politician who did some witing.
Mein Kanpf is still in print

Transline renews the copyright every hundred and thirty-ei ght years."



"Well, look," | said, '"I'mgoing to take a few weeks to polish up the
Cantos and give it my best shot."

"Fine,' smled Tyrena
"1 suppose you'll want to edit it the way you did |last tine?"

"Not at all,' said Tyrena. 'Since there's no core of nostalgia this
time, you might as well wite it the way you want."

| blinked. 'You nmean | can keep in the blank verse this tinme?"

'"OfF course.”

"And the phil osophy?"

' Pl ease do."

"And the experinental sections?"

"Yes."

"And you'll print it the way | wite it?"

" Absol utely."

"I's there a chance it'll sell?"

"Not a hope in hell."

My 'few weeks to polish up the Cantos' turned into ten nonths of
obsessive labor. | shut off nobst of the roonms in the house, keeping
only the tower roomon Deneb Drei, the exercise roomon Lusus, the
kitchen, and the bathroomraft on Mare Infinitus. | worked a straight
ten hours a day, took a break for sone vigorous exercise followed by a
neal and a nap, and then returned to my witing table for another

ei ght-hour stint. It was sinmlar to the tine five years before when
was recovering fromnmy stroke and it sonetimes took an hour or a day for
a word to cone to me, for a concept to sink its roots into the firm soi
of language. Now it was an even sl ower process as | agoni zed over the
perfect word, the precise rhyme schene, the nost playful inmage, and the
nost ineffable analog to the nobst el usive enotion.

After ten standard nonths | was done, acknow edgi ng the anci ent aphorism
to the effect that no book or poemis ever finished, nerely abandoned.

"What do you think?" | asked Tyrena as she read through the first copy.
Her eyes were bl ank, bronze disks in that week's fashion, but this did
not hide the fact that there were tears there. She brushed one away.
"It's beautiful,' she said.

"l tried to discover the voice of sone of the Ancients,' 1 said,
suddenl y shy.

'You succeeded brilliantly."



The Heaven's Gate Interlude is still rough,' | said.

It's perfect.”

It's about |oneliness,' | said.

"It is loneliness."

Do you think it's ready?" | asked.

It's perfect... a nasterpiece.” "Do you think it'll sell?" | asked.

No fucking way."

They planned an initial run of seventy mllion hardfax copies of Cantos.
Transline ran ads throughout the datasphere, placed HTV comercial s,
transmtted software inserts, successfully solicited blurbs from
best-selling authors, made sure it was reviewed in the New New York

Ti mes Book Section and the TC Review, and generally spent a fortune on
adverti sing.

The Cantos sold twenty-three thousand hardfax copies during the first
year it was in print. At ten percent royalties of the 12MK cover price,
| had earned back 13, 800MK of my 2,000, 000MK advance from Transli ne.

The second year saw a sal e of 638 hardfax copies; there were no
dat asphere rights sold, no holie options, and no book tours.

VWhat the Cantos lacked in sales it made up for in negative reviews:

"I ndeci pherable... archaic... irrelevant to all current concerns,"
said the Times Book Section. 'M Silenus has commtted the ultimate
act of non-communication,' wote Uban Kapry in the TC v Review, 'by

i ndul ging hinmself in an orgy of pretentious obfuscation." Marnmon Ham it
on 'All Net Now " issued the final deathblow 'OCh, the poetry thing from
Wat shi sname - couldn't read it. Didn't try."

Tyrena W ngreen-Fef did not seemconcerned. Two weeks after the first
reviews and hardfax returns came in, a day after ny thirteen-day binge
ended, | farcast to her office and threw nyself into the black flowf oam
chair which crouched in the center of the roomlike a velvet

panther. One of Tau Ceti Center's |egendary thunderstorms was goi ng on
and Jovi an-si zed |ightning crashes were rendi ng the bl ood-tinged air
just beyond the invisible containment field.

"Don't sweat it,' said Tyrena. This week's fashions included a hairdo
whi ch sent bl ack spikes thrusting half a nmeter above her forehead and a
body field opaciter which left shifting currents of color concealing -
and revealing- the nudity beneath. 'The first run only amunted to
sixty thousand fax transmts so we're not out much there."

"You said seventy million were planned,' | said.

'Yeah, well, we changed our ninds after Transline's resident Al read
it."

| slunped lower in the flowfoam 'Even the Al hated it?"



"The Al loved it,' said Tyrena. 'That's when we knew for sure that
peopl e were going to hate it."

| sat up. 'Couldn't we have sold copies to the TechnoCore?"

"W did," said Tyrena. 'One. The millions of Als there probably
real -tine-shared it the minute it cane in over fatline. Interstellar
copyri ght doesn't mean shit when you're dealing with silicon.”

"All right," | said, slunmping. 'Wat next?" Qutside, |ightning bolts
the size of Ad Earth's ancient super-hi ghways danced between the
corporate spires and cloud towers.

Tyrena rose from her desk and wal ked to the edge of the carpeted circle.
Her body field flickered like electrically charged oil on water. 'Next,'
she said, 'you decide if you want to be a witer or the Wrl dweb's

bi ggest jerk-off."

" What ?"

"You heard me." Tyrena turned and smiled. Her teeth had been capped to
gold points. 'The contract allows us to recover the advance in any way
we have to. Seizing your assets at Interbank, recovering the gold coins
you' ve got hidden on Homefree, and selling that gaudy farcaster house
woul d about do it. And then you can go join the other artistic

dil ettantes and dropouts and

nental cases that Sad King Billy collects on whatever
Qut back world he lives on."
| stared.

' Then again,' she said and sniled her cannibal smle, 'we can just
forget this tenporary setback and you can get to work on your next
book. "

My next book appeared five standard nonths later. The Dying Earth H

pi cked up where The Dying Earth left off, in plain prose this tinme, the
sentence | ength and chapter content carefully guided by

neur o- bi o-nonitored responses on a test group of 638 average hard fax
readers.

The book was in novel form short enough not to intinmidate the potentia
buyer at Food Mart checkout stands, and the cover was a twenty-second

i nteractive holo wherein the tall, swarthy stranger - Amalfi Schwartz, |
suppose, although Amal fi was short and pal e and wore corrective | enses-
rips the bodice of the struggling female just to the nipple |ine before
the protesting blonde turns toward the viewer and cries for help in a
br eat hl ess

whi sper provided by porn holie star Leeda Swann.

Dying Earth H sold nineteen mllion copies.



"Not bad,' said Tyrena. 'It takes awhile to build an audience."
'"The first Dying Earth sold three billion copies,' | said.

Pilgrims Progress,' she said. 'Min Kanpf. Once in a century. Maybe
l ess. ™"

"But it sold three billion..."

"Look,' said Tyrena. 'In twentieth-century A d Earth, a fast food chain
took dead cow neat, fried it in grease, added carci nogens, wapped it in
petrol eum based foam and sold nine hundred billion units. Hunman

beings. Go figure."

Dying Earth 1l introduced the characters of Wnona, the escaped sl ave
girl who rose to the ownership of her own fiberplastic plantation (never
mnd that fiberplastic never grew on Od Earth), Arturo Redgrave, the
dashi ng bl ockade runner (what bl ockade?!), and |Innocence Sperry, the

ni ne-year-old tel epath dying of an unspecified Little Nell disease.

I nnocence | asted unti

Dying Earth I X, and on the day Transline allowed nt to kill the little
shit off, | went out to celebrate with a six-day, ',wenty-world binge.
awoke in a lungpi pe on Hcaven's Gate, covered with vomt and rebreatber
nol d, nursing the Wb's bi ggest beadache and the sure know edge that |
soon woul d have to start on Volune X of The Chronicles of the Dying
Eart h.

It isn'"t hard being a hack witer. Between Dying Earth H and Dyi ng
Earth | X, six standard years had passed relatively painlessly. M
research was neager, ny plots for-nulaic, ny characters cardboard, ny

prose preliterate, and ny free tine was my own. | traveled. | married
twice nore; each wife left ne with no hard feelings but with a sizable
portion of the royalties fromm next Dying Earth. | explored religions

and serious drinking, finding nore hope of lasting solace in the latter

| kept my hone, adding six roons on five worlds, and filled it with fine
art. | entertained. Witers were anong ny acquai ntances but, as in al
times, we tended to mistrust and badmouth each other, secretly resenting
the other's successes and finding fault in their work. Each of us knew
in his or her heart that he or she was a true artist of the word who
nerely happened to be commercial; the others were hacks.

Then, on a cool norning with ny sleeping roomrocking slightly in the
upper branches of ny tree on the Tenplar world, | awoke to a gray sky
and the realization that ny nuse had fled

It had been five years since | had witten any poetry.

The Cantos |ay open in the Deneb Drei tower, only a few pages finished
beyond what had been published. | had been using thought processors to
wite nmy novels and one of these activated as | entered the study. SHIT,
it printed out, WHAT DID i DO W TH My MJSE?

It says sonething about the type of witing | had been doing that ny
nuse could flee without my noticing. For those who do not wite and who
never have been stirred by the creative urge, talk of nuses seens a



figure of speech, a quaint conceit, but for those of us who live by the
Word, our nuses are as real and necessary as the soft

clay of |anguage which they help to sculpt. Wen one is witing -
really witing - it is as if one is given a fatlinc to tbe gods. No
true poet has been able to explain the exhilaration one feels when the
m nd beconmes an instrunent as surely as does the pen or thought
processor, ordering and expressing the revelations flowing in from
somewher e el se

My muse had fled. | sought her in the other worlds of my house but only
sil ence echoed back fromthe art-bedecked walls and enpty spaces.

farcast and flewto my favorite places, watching the suns set on the

wi ndbl own prairies of Grass and the night fogs obscure the ebony crags
of Nevernore, but although | enptied my mind of tbe trash-prose of the
endl ess Dying Earth, there canme no whispers fromny nuse.

| sought her in al cohol and Fl ashback, returning to the productive days
on Hcaven's Gate when her inspiration was a constant buzzing in ny cars,
interrupting ny work, waking nc fromsleep, but in the rclived hours and
days her voice was as nuted and garbled as a danaged audi o di sk from
some forgotten century.

My muse had fl ed.

| farcast to Tyrena Wngreen-Feif's office at the preci se nonent of ny
appoi ntnent. Tyrena had been pronoted fromeditor-in-chief of the
har df ax di vi sion to publisher

Her new office occupi ed the highest |evel of the Tau Ceti Center
Transline Spire and standing there was |ike perching on the carpeted
summit of the galaxy's tallest, thinnest peak; only the invisible done
of the slightly polarized containnent field arched overhead and the edge
of the carpet ended in a six-kiloneter drop. 1 wondered if other
authors felt the urge to junp.

' The new opus?" said Tyrena. Lusus was dominating the fashion universe
this week and 'doninate' was the right word; ny editor was dressed in

| eather and iron, rusted spikes on her wists and neck and a nassive
ban-dol i er across her shoulder and |left breast. The cartridges | ooked
real

"Yeah,' | said and tossed the manuscript box on her desk.

"Martin, Martin, Martin,' she sighed, 'when are you going to transmt
your books rather than going to all the trouble of printing them out and
bringing them here in person?"

"There's a strange satisfaction in delivering them"' |

said. 'Especially this one."

1} G.]?II

"Yes,' | said. 'Wwy don't you read sone of it?" Tyrena smiled and
clicked black fingernails along the cartridges in her bandolicr. 'I'm

sure it's up to your usual high standards, Martin,' she said. 'l don't



have to |l ook at it.
'Pl ease do,' | said.

"Really,' said Tyrcna, 'there's no reason. It always nakes nme nervous
to read a new work while the author is present."”

"This one won't," | said. 'Read just the first few pages."

She nust have heard sonething in ny voice because she frowned slightly
and opened the box. The frown deepened as she read the first page and
flipped through the rest of the nanuscript.

Page one had a single sentence: 'And then, one fine norning in Cctober,
the Dying Earth swallowed its own bowels, spasned its final spasm and
died." The other two

hundred and ni nety-ni ne pages were bl ank

"A joke, Martin?".

' Nope. "

"A subtle hint then? You would like to begin a new series?"
' Nope. "

"It's not as if we hadn't expected it, Martin. Qur story-liners have
cone up with several exciting series ideas for youu M Subwaizee

t hi nks that you would be perfect for the novelizations of the Crinson
Avenger holies."

"You can stick the Crinson Avenger up your corporate ass, Tyrena,' |
said cordially. "I'mfinished with Transline and this prenasticated
gruel you call fiction."

Tyrena's expression did not flicker. Her teeth were not pointed; today
they were rusted iron to match the spikes on her wists and the collar
around her neck. '"Martin,

Martin, Martin,' she sighed, 'you have no idea how finished you will be
if you don't apol ogi ze, straighten up, and fly right. But that can wait
until tomorrow. Why don't you step home, sober up, and think about

t hi s?"

I laughed. 'I'mas sober as |'ve been in eight years, lady. It just
took me awhile to realize that it wasn't just me who's witing crap..
there's not a book published in the Web this year that hasn't been tota
garbage. Well, I'mgetting off the scow. "

Tyrena rose. For the first tine | noticed that on her sinulated canvas
web belt there hung a FORCE deat h- wand.

| hoped that it was a designer-fake as the rest of her costune.

"Listen, you mserable, no-talent hack,' she hissed.



"Transline owns you fromthe balls up. |I|f you give us any nore trouble
we' Il have you working in the Gothic Romance factory under the nane
Rosemary Tit mouse

Now go home, sober up, and get to work on Dying Earth X "

I smiled and shook ny head.

Tyrena squinted slightly. 'You're still into us for alnost a
mllion-mark advance,' she said. 'One word to Collections and we'l

sei ze every room of your house except that goddanmm raft you use as an
out house. You can sit on it until the oceans fill up with crap.”

| laughed a final time. 'It's a self-contained disposal unit,' | said.
'Besides, | sold the house yesterday. The check for the bal ance of the

advance shoul d have been transmtted by now. "

Tyrena tapped the plastic grip of her deat hwand.
"Transline's copyrighted the Dying Earth concept, you
know. We'll just have soneone else wite the books."
| nodded. 'They're welconme to it."

Sonething in nmy ex-editor's voi ce changed when she realized that | was
serious. Somewhere, | sensed, there was an advantage to her if |
stayed. ‘'Listen,' she said, 'Il'msure we can work this out, Martin. |
was saying to the director the other day that your advances were too
smal |l and that Transline should | et you devel op a new story line..."

"Tyrena, Tyrena, Tyrena,' | sighed. 'Goodbye."

| farcast to Renai ssance VectOr and then to Parsinmony, where ! boarded
a spinship for the three-week voyage to Asquith and the crowded ki ngdom
of Sad King Billy.

Notes for a sketch of Sad King Billy:

Hi s Royal Hi ghness King Wlliam XXl Il, sovereign lord of the Ki ngdom of
W ndsor-in-Exile, |ooks a bit |ike a wax candl e of a man who has been
|l eft on a hot stove.

His long hair runs in linmp rivulets to slunped shoul ders while the
furrows on his brow trickle downward to the tributaries of winkles
around t he basset-hound eyes, and then run sout hward agai n t hrough fol ds
and frown lines to the maze of wattles in neck and jows. King Billy is
said to rem nd ant hropol ogi sts of the worry dolls of the Qutback

Ki nshasa, to nmake Zen Gnhostics recall the Pitiful Buddha after the
tenple fire on Tai zhin, and to send nedia historians rushing to their
archives to check photos of an ancient flat-filmnovie actor named
Charl es Laughton. None of these references nean anything to nme; | |ook
at King Billy and think of my |ong-dead tutor don Balthazar after a
week- | ong bi nge.

Sad King Billy's reputation for glooniness is exaggerated.



He often laughs; it is nerely his nmisfortune that his peculiar form of
| aught er makes nost peopl e think he is sobbing.

A man cannot hel p his physiognony, but in H's Hi ghness's case, the
entire persona tends to suggest either 'buffoon' or 'victim" He
dresses, if that can be the word, in sonething approachi ng a constant
state of anarchy, defying the taste and col or sense of his android
servants, so that on some days he clashes with hinmself and his
environnent simultaneously. Nor is his appearance linmted to sartoria
chaos - King WIlliamnoves in a permanent sphere of dishabille, his fly
unseal ed, his velvet cape torn and tattered and draw ng crunbs
magnetically fromthe floor, his left sleeve ruffle twice as |long as the
right, which - in turn - looks as if it has been dipped in jam

You get the idea.

For all this, Sad King Billy has an insightful mnd and a passion for
the arts and literature which has not been equal ed since the true
Renai ssance days on old O d Earth.

In sone ways King Billy is the fat child with his face eternally pressed
to the candy store wi ndow. He |oves and appreciates fine nusic but
cannot produce it. A connoisseur of ballet and all things graceful, Hs
Hi ghness is a klutz, a noving series of pratfalls and comic bits of
clunmsi ness. A passionate reader, unerring poetry critic, and patron of
forensics, King Billy conbines a stutter in his verbal expression with a
shyness which will not allow himto show his verse or prose to anyone

el se.

A lifelong bachelor now entering his sixtieth year, King Billy inhabits
t he tunbl edown pal ace and two-thousand-square-mle kingdomas if it were
anot her suit of runpled, royal clothes. Anecdotes abound: one of the
famous oil painters whomKing Billy supports finds H s Mjesty wal ki ng
head down, hands cl asped behind him one foot on the garden path and one
in the nud, obviously lost in thought. The artist hails his patron. Sad
King Billy | ooks up, blinks, |ooks around as if awakening froma | ong
nap. 'Excuse ne,' H's Hi ghness says to the bermused painter, 'b-b-but
could you p-p-please tell me - was | headed toward the pal ace or away
fromthe p-p-pal ace?" 'Toward the pal ace, Your Majesty,' replies the
artist. 'Oh, g-g-good,' sighs the King, '"then |I've had |unch."

General Horace d ennon-Hei ght had begun his rebellion and the Qutback

worl d of Asquith lay directly in his path of conquest. Asquith was not
- the Hegenony had offered a FORCE: space fleet as a shield - but

the royal ruler of the Kingdom of Mnaco-in-Exile seened nore nelted

t han ever when he called ne in.

"Martin,' said H's Majesty, 'you' ve h-h-heard about the b-battle for
Foral haut ?"

"Yeah,' | said. 'It doesn't sound |like anything to worry about.

Fomal haut was just the kind of place G ennon-Height's been hitting ..
small, no nore than a few thousand col onists, rich in mnerals, and with
a tine-debt of at least - what was it? - twenty standard nmonths from
the Web."

"Twenty-three,' said Sad King Billy. 'So you d-d-don't think that wwe



are in d-d-d-jeopardy?”

"Uh-uh," | said. "Wth only a three-week real-transit time and a
ti me-debt of less than a year, the Hegenmony can al ways get forces here
fromthe Wb faster than the General can spin up from Fonal haut."

" Perhaps,' mused King Billy, beginning to |l ean on a gl obe and then
junping upright as it started to turn under his weight. 'But
none-the-the less 1've decided to start our own m m nodest Hegira."

| blinked, surprised. Billy had been tal king about relocating the
kingdomin exile for alnbst two years, but | had never thought he would
go through with it.

'The sp-sp-sp... the ships are ready on Parvati,' he said. 'Asquith
has agreed to su-su-su... to provide the transport we need to the Wb."
'"But the palace?" | said. 'The library? The farns and grounds?"

'Donated, of course,' said King Billy, '"but the contents of the library
will travel with us."

| sat on the armof the horsehair divan and rubbed my cheek. |In the ten
years | had been in the kingdom | had progressed fromBilly's subject
of patronage to tutor, to confidant, to friend, but never did | pretend
to understand this dishevel ed enigma. Upon ny arrival he had granted ne
an i medi ate audi ence. 'D-d-do you wwwi sh to j-j-join the other
t-t-talented people in our little colony?" he had asked.

'Yes, Your Majesty."

And wwwi Il you w-w-wite nore books |ike the D-D Dying Earth?"

"Not if | can help it, Your Mjesty."

i r-r-read it, you know,' the little man had said. 'It was v-v-very
interesting."

You're nost kind, Sir."

"B-b-b-bullshit, M Silenus. It wwwas interesting because soneone
had obvi ously b-b-bowdlerized it and left in all the bad parts.™

| had grinned, surprised by the sudden revelation that | was going to
like Sad King Billy.

'B-b-but the Cantos,' he sighed, 'th-th-that was a

book. Probably the finest volune of v-v... poetry published in the Wb
inthe last two centuries. How you nanaged to get that by the
nmedi ocrity police I will never know. | ordered twenty thousand copies

for the k-k-kingdom™
| bowed ny head slightly, at a loss for words for the

first time since ny poststroke days two decades before.



"WIl you wite nore p-p-poetry like the Cantos?" 'I cane here to try,
Your Maj esty."

' Then wel come,' said Sad King Billy. 'You will stay in the west w ng of
the p-p-p... castle, near ny offices, and ny door wll always be open
to you."

Now | gl anced at the closed door and at the little sovereign who - even
when smling - looked as if he were on the verge of tears. 'Hyperion?"
| asked. He had nentioned the colony world-gone-primtive many tines. ,

"Precisely. The androi d seedshi ps have been there for sone years,
M M Martin. Preparing the way, as it were."

| raised an eyebrow. King Billy's wealth came not fromthe assets of

t he ki ngdom but from major investnments in the Wb econony. Even so, if
he had been carrying on a surreptitious recolonization effort for years,
t he cost nust have been staggering.

'D-d-do you renenber why the original colonists naned the pl uh-pl uh-pluh
the world Hyperion, Martin?"

"Sure. Before the Hegira they were a tiny freehold on one of the noons
of Saturn. They couldn't last without terrestrial resupply, so they
em grated to the Qutback and named the survey world after their noon."

King Billy smled sadly. 'And do you Inow why the nane is
p- p-propi tious for our endeavor?"

It took nme about ten seconds to nmake the connection
"Keats,' | said.

Several years earlier, near the end of a |long discussion about the
essence of poetry, King Billy had asked nme who was the purest poet who
had ever |ived.

'The purest?" | had said. 'Don't you nean the greatest ?"

"No, no,' said Billy, '"that's absurd t-t-to argue over who is the
greatest. i'mcurious about your opinion of

the p-p-purest... the closest to the essence you describe."

| had thought about it a few days and then brought nmy answer to King
Billy as we watched the setting suns fromthe top of the bluff near the
pal ace. Red and bl ue shadows stretched across the anber [ awn toward us.
"Keats,' | said.

"John Keats,' whispered Sad King Billy. 'Ahh." And then a nonent |ater
1 Vv]y?ll

So | had told himwhat | knew about the nineteenth-century O d Earth
poet; about his upbringing, training, and early death ... but nostly
about a life dedicated alnpst totally to the mysteries and beauties of
poetic creation.



Billy had seened interested then; he seened obsessed now as he waved his
hand and brought into existence a holo nodel which all but filled the
room | noved backward, stepping through hills and buil di ngs and
grazing animals to get a better view

' Behol d Hyperion,' whispered my patron. As was usually the case when he
was totally absorbed, King Billy forgot to stutter. The holo shifted
through a series of views: river cities, port cities, nmountain eyries, a
city on a hill filled with monuments to match the strange buildings in a
near by vall ey.

"The Tinme Tonmbs?" | said.
"Precisely. The greatest mystery in the known universe."

| frowned at the hyperbole. 'They're fucking enpty,' | said. 'They've
been enpty since they were di scovered."

'They are the source of a strange, anti-entropic force-field which
lingers still,' said King Billy. 'One of the few phenonena outside
singularities which dares to tanper with tine itself."

"It's no big deal,' | said. 'It nust've been |ike painting rust
preventative on netal. They were nade to last but they're enpty. And
since when do we go bugfuck about technol ogy?"

"Not technology,' sighed King Billy, his face nelting into deeper

grooves. 'Mystery. The strangeness of place so necessary to sone
creative spirits. A perfect mxture of the classical utopia and the

pagan mystery."

| shrugged, not i npressed.

Sad King Billy waved the hoio away. 'Has your p-p-poetry inproved?"
| crossed ny arms and glared at the regal dwarf-slob

"No. "

'Has your m mnuse returned?"

| said nothing. |If |ooks could have killed, we would all be crying ' The
King is dead, long live the King!" before nightfall

"Very wwwe!i,' he said, showing that he could | ook insufferably snug
as well as sad. 'P-p-pack your bags, ny boy. W' re going to Hyperion."

(Fade in)

Sad King Billy's five seedships floating |ike gol den dandel i ons above a
| apis sky. White cities rising on three continents: Keats, Endym on
Port Romance ... the Poets' City itself. More than eight thousand of
Art's pilgrinms seeking escape fromthe tyranny of nediocrity and
searching for a renewal of vision on this rough-hewn world.

Asqui th and Wndsor-in-Exile had been a center for android biofacture in
the century following the Hegira, and now t hese bl ueski nned



friends-of-man | abored and tilled with the understanding that once these
final |abors were finished they were free at last. The white cities
rose.

The indigenies, tired of playing native, cane out' of their villages and
forests and hel ped us rebuild the colony to nore human specifications.
The technocats and bureaucrats and ecocrats were thawed and | et |oose
upon the unsuspecting world and Sad King Billy's dream cane one step
closer to reality.

By the time we arrived at Hyperion, General Horace d ennon-Hei ght was
dead, his brief but brutal nutiny already crushed, but there was no
t urni ng back.

Sone of the nore rugged artists and artisans spurned the Poets' City and
eked out rugged but creative lives in Jacktown or Port Ronmance, or even
in the expanding frontiers beyond, but | stayed.

I found no nuse on Hyperion during those first years.

For many, the expansion of distance because of limted transportation -
EMVs were unreliable, skimrers

scarce - and the contraction of artificial consciousness due to absence
of datasphere, no access to the Al Thing, and only one fatline
transmtter - all led to a renewal of creative energies, a new
realization of what it neant to be

human and an arti st.
O so | heard.

No muse appeared. My verse continued to be techni cally proficient and
dead as Huck Finn's cat.

| decided to kill nyself.

But first | spent sone time, nine years at least, carrying out a
conmunity service by providing the one thing new Hyperion | acked:
decadence.

From a bi oscul ptor aptly nanmed Graunmann Hacket, | obtained the hairy
fl anks, hooves, .and goat legs of a satyr. | cultivated nmy beard and
ext ended ny ears.

Graunmann nmade interesting alterations to ny sexual apparatus. W rd got
around. Peasant girls, indigenies, the wives of our true-blue city
pl anners and pioneers -all awaited a visit fromHyperion's only resident

satyr or arranged one thenmselves. | |earned what 'priapic' and
"satyriasis' really nean. Besides the unending series of sexua
contests, | allowed ny drinking bouts to becone | egendary and ny

vocabulary to return to sonething approaching the ol d poststroke days-
It was fucking wonderful. It was fucking hell

And then on the night | had set aside to blow ny brains out, G ende
appear ed.



Notes for a sketch of our visiting nonster

Qur worst dreanms have come alive. Something wicked shuns the |ight.
Shades of Morbius and the Kre!l. Keep the fires high, Mther, G ende
cones tonight.

At first we think the mssing are nerely absent; there are no watchers
on the wails of our city, no walls actually, no warriors at the door of
our nead hall. Then a husband reports a w fe who di sappears between the
eve ning neal and the tucking in of their two children. Then Hoban
Kristus, the abstract inpiosionist, fails to appear at ni dweek
performance at Poets' Anphitheatre, his first mssed cue in eighty-two
years of treading the boards. Concern rises. Sad King Billy returns
fromhis |abors as overseer on the .lacktown restoration and pronises
that security will be tightened. A sensor net is woven around the town.
Shi pSecurity officers sweep the Tinme Tonbs and report that all renmains
enpty. Mechs are sent into the labyrinth entrance at the base of the
Jade Tomb and report nothing in a six-thousand-Kkil onmeter probe.

Ski mers, automated and manned, sweep the area between the city and the
Bridl e Range and sense nothing |arger than the heat signature of a rock
eel

For a local week there are no nore di sappearances.
Then the deat hs begin.
The scul ptor Pete Garcia is found in his studio

and in his bedroom.. and in the yard beyond. Ship-Security Manager
Truin Hnes is foolish enough to tell a newsteep: 'It's Iike he was
maul ed by some vicious ani nal .

But no animal |'ve ever seen could do that to a man."

We are all secretly thrilled and titillated. True, the dialogue is bad,
straight out of a mllion novies and holies we've scared ourselves with,
but now we are part of the show.

Suspicion turns toward the obvious: a psychopath is |oose anbng us,
probably killing with a pul se-blade or hellwhip. This tine he (or she)
had not found time to dispose of the body. Poor Pete.

Shi pSecurity Manager Hines is sacked and City Manager Pruett receives
perm ssion fromH s Majesty to hire, train, and arma city police force
of approximately twenty officers. There is talk of truth-testing the
entire Poets' City population of six thousand. Sidewalk cafes buzz with
conversation on civil rights... we were technically out of the Hegenmpony
- did we have any rights?

and harebrai ned schemes are hatched to catch the nurderer
Then the sl aughter begins.
There was no pattern to the nurders. Bodies were found in twos and

threes, or alone, or not at all. Sone of the di sappearances were
bl oodl ess; others left gallons of gore. There were no w tnesses, no



survivors of attacks.
Location did not seemto matter: the Weinont famly

lived in one of the outlying villas but Sira Rob never stirred from her
tower studio near the center of town; two of the victins disappeared

al one, at night, apparently while walking in the Zen Garden, but
Chancel | or Lehman's daughter had private bodyguards yet vani shed while
alone in a bathroomon the seventh floor of Sad King Billy's pal ace.

On Lusus or Tau Ceti Center or a dozen other of the old Web worlds, the

deat hs of a thousand people add up to minor news - itens for datasphere
short-termor the inside pages of the norning paper - but in a city of
si x thousand on a colony of fifty thousand, a dozen murders - like the

proverbi al sentence to be hanged in the norning- tend to focus one's
attention wonderfully well

I knew one of the first victins. Sissipriss Harris had been one of ny
first conquests as a satyr - and one of ny nobst enthusiastic - a
beautiful girl, long blond hair too soft to be real, a
fresh-pi cked- peach conpl exion too virginal to dream of touching, a
beauty too perfect to believe: precisely the sort that even the nost
timd nale dreanms of violating, Sissipriss now had been violated in
earnest. They found only her head, Iying upright in the center of Lord
Byron's Plaza as if she had been buried to her neck in pourable nmarble.
I knew when | heard these details precisely what kind of creature we
were dealing with, for a cat | had owned on Mdther's estate had |eft
simlar offerings on the south patio nost summer nornings - the head of
a nouse staring up fromthe sandstone in pure rodent anazenent, or
perhaps a ground squirrel's toothy grin- killing trophies froma proud
but hungry predator

Sad King Billy cane to visit me while I was working on my Cantos.
'"Good morning, Billy,' | said.
"It's Your Majesty,' grunped His Majesty in a rare show of royal pique.

Hi s stutter had di sappeared the day the royal dropship |anded on
Hyperi on.

'Good morning, Billy, Your Majesty."
"Hnnrh,' growled ny liege |lord, noving sone papers

and nanaging to sit in the only puddle of spilled coffee on an otherw se
dry bench. 'You're witing again, Silenus."

| saw no reason to acknowl edge an acknow edgnent of the obvious.
'Have you al ways used a pen7
"No," | said, 'only when | want to wite sonething worth reading."

"I's that worth readi ng?" He gestured toward the small heap of manuscri pt
| had accrued in two | ocal weeks of work

'Yes."



"Yes? Just yes?”

'Yes."

"WIl | get toread it soon?"

"No. "

King Billy | ooked down and noticed that his leg was in a puddl e of
coffee. He frowned, noved, and nmopped at the shrinking pool with the
hem of his cape. 'Never?" he said.

"Not unless you outlive nme."

"Which | plan to do,' said the King. 'Wiile you expire

from playing goat to the kingdom s ewes."

"I's that an attenpt at a netaphor?"

"Not in the least,' said King Billy. 'Merely an observation

"I haven't forced my attentions on a ewe since my boyhood days on the

farm' | said. 'l pronmised nmy nother in song that | wouldn't indulge in
sheep fucking again w thout asking her permission.” Wiile King Billy
| ooked on nournfully, | sang a few bars of an ancient ditty called

"There' Il Never Be Another Ewe."

"Martin,' he said, 'soneone or sonething is killing nmy people."

| set aside ny paper and pen. '1 know,' | said.

"I need your help."

"How, for Christ's sake? Am| supposed to track down the killer |ike
sone HTV detective? Have a fight to the fucking death on Rei chenbach

fucking Falls?"

'That woul d be satisfactory, Martin. But in the neantine a few opinions
and words of advice would suffice.”

"Opinion One,' | said, '"it was stupid to cone here
pinion Two, it's stupid to stay. Advice Al pha/ Orega: |eave."

King Billy nodded dolefully. 'Leave this city or all of Hyperion?"

| shrugged.

His Majesty rose and wal ked to the wi ndow of nmy snmall study. It |ooked
out across a three-nmeter alley to the brick wall of the automated
recycling plant next door. King Billy studied the view. 'You're

aware,' he

said, 'of the ancient |egend of the Shrike?"



I've heard bits of it.
' The indi genies associate the nonster with the Tinme Tonbs,' he said.

' The indigenies snear paint on their bellies for the harvest cel ebration
and snoke unreconbi nant tobacco,' | said.

King Billy nodded at the wi sdomof this. He said: 'The Hegenony
Firstdown Team was wary of this area. They set up the multichanne
recorders and kept their bases south of the Bridle."

"Look,' | said, 'Your Majesty... what do you want?

Absol ution for screwing up and building the city here?

You're absolved. Go and sin no nore, nmy son. Now, if you don't mnd

Your Royal ship, adi6s. |'ve got dirty linericks to wite here."

King Billy did not turn away fromthe w ndow. ' You

recomend that we evacuate the city, Martin?" | hesitated only a second.
"Sure."” "And would you |l eave with the rest?" 'Wiy wouldn't |7?"

King Billy turned and | ooked nme in the eye. 'Wuld you?"

| said nothing. After a minute | |ooked away.

"I thought so,' said the ruler of the planet. He clasped his pudgy
hands behind his back and stared at the wall again. 'If |I were a

detective,' he said, 'I would be suspicious.

The city's | east productive citizen starts witing again after a decade
of silence only... what, Martin?

. two days after the first murders happened. Now he's di sappeared
fromthe social life he once dom nated and

spends his time conposing an epic poem.. why, even
the young girls are safe fromhis goatish ardor."
i sighed. 'Goatish ardor, ni!ord?"

King Billy glanced over his shoul der at ne.

"All right," | said. 'You've got ne. | confess. |'ve been nurdering
them and bathing in their blood. It works as a fucking literary
aphrodisiac. | figure two... three hundred nore victinms, tops... and

["1'l have nmy next book ready for publication.”
King Billy turned back to the w ndow.
"What's the matter,' | said, 'don't you believe ne?" 'No." 'Wy not?"

'Because,' said the King, 'l know who the murderer is.

We sat in the darkened hol opit and watched the Shrike kill novelist Sira



Rob and her lover. The light level was very low, Sira's m ddl e-aged
flesh seened to glow with a pal e phosphorescence while her much younger
boyfriend' s white buttocks gave the illusion in the dimlight of
floating separately fromthe rest of his tanned body.

Their | ovenmaki ng was reaching its frenzi ed peak when the inexplicable
occurred. Rather than the final thrusts and sudden pause of orgasm the
young man seened to levitate up and backward, rising into the air as if
Sira had somehow forcefully ejected himfromher body. The sound track
on the disk, previously consisting of the usual banal pants, gasps,
exhortations, and instructi ons one woul d expect from such activity,
suddenly filled the holopit with screans- first the young nman's, then
Sira's.

There was a thud as the boy's body struck a wall off canmera. Sira's
body lay waiting in tragically comc vulnerability, her legs wde, arms
open, breasts flattened, thighs pale. Her head had been thrown back in
ecstasy but now she had time to raise it, shock and anger already

repl acing the oddly similar expression of inmmnent orgasm She opened
her mouth to shout sonething.

No words. There cane the waternel on-carving sound of blades piercing
fl esh, of hooks being pulled free of

tendon and bone. Sira's head went back, her nouth opened i npossibly

wi de, and her body expl oded fromthe breastbone down. Flesh separated a
if an invisible ax were chopping Sira Rob for kindling. Unseen scalpels
conpl eted the job of opening her, lateral incisions appearing |ike
obscene tine-1apse footage of a mad surgeon's favorite operation. It
was a brutal autopsy perfornmed on a living person. On a once living
person, rather, for when the bl ood stopped flying and the body ceased
spasning, Sira's linbs relaxed in death, |egs opening again in an echo
of the obscene display of viscera above. And then- for the briefest
second - there was a blur of red and chrome near the bed.

'Freeze, expand, and augnent,' King Billy told the house conputer.

The blur resolved itself into a head out of a jolt addict's nightmare: a
face part steel, part chrome, and part skull, teeth like a mechanized
wol f's crossed with a steam shovel, eyes like ruby |asers burning

t hrough bl ood-filled gens, forehead penetrated by a curved spike-bl ade
rising thirty centineters froma quicksilver

skull, and a neck ringed with simlar thorns.

'The Shrike?" | asked.

King Billy nodded - the merest novement of chin and jow s.

"What happened to the boy?" | asked.

' There was no sign of himwhen Sira's body was discovered,' said the
King. 'No one knew he was missing until this disk was di scovered. He

has been identified as a

young recreation specialist fromEndym on."



"You just found the hol o?"

'Yesterday,' said King Billy. 'The security people found the inmager on
the ceiling. Less than a millinmeter across. Sira had a library of such
di sks. The canera

apparently was there only to record... ah..." 'The bedroomfollies,' |
sai d.

"Precisely."
| stood up and approached the floating i mage of the creature. M hand
passed through forehead, spike, and jaws. The conputer had cal cul ated

its size and represented

it properly. Judging fromthe thing's head, our |ocal G endel stood
nore than three neters tall. 'Shrike,' |

muttered, nore in greeting than in identification
"What can you tell me about it, Martin?"
"Why ask ne?" | snapped. 'I'ma poet, not a mnythohistorian."

"You accessed the seedship conputer with a query about the Shrike's
nature and origins."

| raised an eyebrow. Conputer access was supposed to be as private and

anonynmous as datasphere entry in the Hegenony. 'So what?" | said.

' Hundr eds of people nust have checked out the Shrike | egend since the
killings began. Maybe thousands. |It's the only fucking nonster |egend
we' ve got."

King Billy moved his winkles and folds up and down.

"Yes,' he said, 'but you searched the files three months before the
first di sappearance.™

| sighed and slunped into the holopit cushions. 'All right," | said, 'l

did. So what? | wanted to use the fucking | egend in the fucking poem
I"'mwiting, so | researched it.

Arrest ne."
"What did you | earn?"

| was very angry now. | stanmped satyr hooves into the soft carpet.
"Just the stuff in the fucking file,' | snapped.

"What in the hell do you want fromnme, Billy?"

The King rubbed his brow and wi nced as he accidentally stuck his little
finger in his eye. '1 don't know,' he said.

'The security people wanted to take you up to the ship and put you on
full interrogative interface. | chose to talk to you instead."



I blinked, feeling a strange zero-g sensation in my stonach

Full interrogative nmeant cortical shunts and sockets in the skull. Most
peopl e interrogated that way recovered fully. Most.

"Can you tell me what aspect of the Shrike | egend you planned to use in
your poen?" King Billy asked softly.

"Sure,' | said. 'According to the Shrike Cult gospel that the

i ndi genies started, the Shrike is the Lord of Pain and the Angel of

Fi nal Atonenent, cone froma place beyond tine to announce the end of
the human race. | liked that conceit."

' The end of the human race,' repeated King Billy.

'Yeah. He's Mchael the Archangel and Moroni and Satan and Masked
Entropy and the Frankenstein nonster all rolled into one package,"

said. 'He hangs around the Tinme Tonbs waiting to come out and w eak
havoc when it's mankind's tine to join the dodo and the gorilla and the
sperm whal e on the extinction Hit Parade list."

' The Frankenstein nmonster,' nused the short little fat man in the
wri nkl ed cape. 'Wy hinP"

| took a breath. 'Because the Shrike Cult believes that nanki nd somehow
created the thing,' | said, although

knew that King Billy knew everything | knew and nore.
'"Do they know how to kill it?" he asked.
"Not that | know of. He's supposed to be i mortal,

beyond tinme."

"A god?"

| hesitated. 'Not really,' | said at last. 'Mre |like one of the

uni verse's worst nightmares come to life. Sort of like the Gi mReaper
but with a penchant for sticking souls on a giant thorn tree... while

t he people's souls

are still in their bodies."

King Billy nodded.

"Look,' | said, '"if you insist on splitting hairs from back-worl d

t heol ogi es, why don't you fly to Jacktown and ask a few of the Cult

priests?"

'Yes,' said the King, chin on his pudgy fist, obviously distracted,
"they're already on the seedship being interrogated.

It's all nmost confusing."”

| rose to |leave, not sure if | would be allowed to.



"Martin?" ' Yeah."

'Before you go, can you think of anything else that could help us
understand this thing?"

| paused in the doorway, feeling my heart batting at my ribs to get out.
"Yeah,' | said, my voice only marginally steady. '1 can tell you who
and what the Shrike

really is."

" oho"

"It's my nuse,' | said, and turned, and went back to my roomto wite.

O course | had summoned the Shrike. | knew that. | had summoned it by
begi nning ny epic poemabout it. 1In the beginning was the Wrd

| retitled ny poem The Hyperion Cantos. It was not about the planet but
about the passing of the self-styled Titans called humans. |t was about
t he unt hi nking hubris of a race which dared to nurder its homeworld

t hrough sheer carel essness and then carried that dangerous arrogance to
the stars, only to neet the wath of a god which humanity had hel ped to
sire. Hyperion was the first serious work | had done in many years and
it was the best | would ever do. What began as a com c-serious homage
to the ghost of John Keats becane nmy |ast reason for existence, an epic
tour de force in an age of nediocre farce. Hyperion Cantos was witten
with a skill | could never have attained, with a mastery | could never
have gai ned, and sung in a voice which was not nne

The passing of humanki nd was ny topic. The Shrike was ny nuse.

A score nore people died before King Billy evacuated the Gty of Poets.
Sone of the evacuees went to Endynion or Keats or one of the other new
cities, but nbst voted to take the seedships back to the Web. King
Billy's dream of a creative utopia died, although the King hinmself |ived
on in the gloony palace at Keats.

Leadershi p of the col ony passed to the Home Rul e Council, which
petitioned the Hegenony for nenbership and i mredi ately established a
Sel f - def ense Force.

The SDF - made up primarily of the sane indigenies who had been
cudgel i nc each other a decade before, but commanded now by sel f-styl ed
of ficers fromour new colony - succeeded only in disturbing the
peacef ul ness of the night with their automated skinmrer patrols and
marring the beauty of the returning desert with their nobile

surveill ance mechs.

Surprisingly, | was not the only one to stay behind; at |east two
hundred renai ned, although nost of us avoi ded social contact, smling
politely when we passed on Poets' Walk or while we ate apart in the
echoi ng enptiness of the dining done.

The murders and di sappearances conti nued, averagi ng about one a | oca
fortnight, although they were usually di scovered not by us but by the
regi onal SDF commander, who demanded a head count of citizens every few



weeks.

The image that remains in my mind fromthat first year is an unusually
conmunal one: the night we gathered on the Commons to watch the seedship
leave. It was at the height of the autumm meteor season and Hyperion's
ni ght skies were already ablaze with gold streaks and red crisscrosses
of flame when the seedship's engines fired, a small sun flared, and for
an hour we watched as friends and fellow artists receded as a streak of
fusion flame. Sad King Billy joined us that night and | renmenber that
he | ooked at ne before he solemly reentered his ornate coach to return
to the safety of Keats.

In the dozen years which followed |I left the city half a dozen tinmes;
once to find a bioscul ptor who could rid ne of my satyr affectation, the
other tinmes to buy food and supplies. The Shrike Tenple had renewed t he
Shrike pilgrinmges by this tinme, and on nmy trips | would use their

el aborate avenue to death in reverse- the wal k to Chronos Keep, the
aerial tram across the Bridl e Range, the w ndwagons, and the Charon
barge down the Hoolie.

Comi ng back, | would stare at the pilgrinm and wonder who woul d survi ve.

Few visited the City of Poets. Qur half-finished towers began to | ook
like tunbled ruins. The gallerias with their splendid netal -gl ass domes
and covered arcades grew heavy with vines; pyreweed and scargrass poked
up between the flagstones. The SDF added to the chaos, setting mnes
and booby traps to kill the Shrike, but only succeeding in devastating
once beautiful sections of the city. Irrigation broke down. The
aqueduct col |l apsed. The desert encroached. 1 nmoved fromroomto room
in King Billy's abandoned pal ace, working on nmy poem waiting for ny
nuse.

VWhen you think about it, the cause-effect begins to resenble sone mad
| ogic-1oop by the data artist Carolus or perhaps a print by Escher: the
Shri ke had come into existence

because of the incantatory powers of mnmy poem but the poem coul d not have
exi sted without the threat/presence of the Shrike as muse. Perhaps |
was a bit mad in those days.

In a dozen years sudden death culled the city of dilettantes until only
the Shrike and | renmained. The annual passage of the Shrike Pilgrinmage
was a mnor irritation, a distant caravan crossing the desert to the
Time Tonmbs. Sometines a few figures returned, fleeing across vermlion
sands to the refuge of Chronos Keep twenty kilonmeters to the sout hwest.
More often, no one energed.

| watched fromthe shadows of the city. M hair and beard had grown
until they covered sonme of the rags | wore. | cane out nostly at night,
novi ng through the ruins like a furtive shadow, sonetinmes gazing at ny
Iighted palace tower |ike David Hune peering in his own w ndows and

sol emmly deciding that he wasn't hone. | never noved the food
synthesi zer fromthe dining done to nmy apartnments, preferring instead to
eat in the echoing silence under that cracked duotoo |ike some addl ed
Eloi fattening himself up for the inevitable Mrlock

| never saw the Shrike. Many nights, just before dawn, | woul d awaken



froma nap at a sudden sound -the scratch of netal on stone, the rasp of
sand under sonething's foot - but although | was often sure that | was
bei ng wat ched, | never saw the watcher.

Cccasionally | nade the short trip to the Time Tonbs, especially at

ni ght, avoiding the soft, disconcerting tugs of the anti-entropic tine
tides while | noved through conplicated shadows under the wi ngs of the
Sphinx or stared at stars through the enmerald wall of the Jade Tomb. It
was upon my return fromone of these nocturnal pilgrimges that | found
an intruder in ny study.

"Inpressive, MM MMartin,' said King Billy, tapping one of severa

heaps of manuscript which ay about the room Seated in the oversized
chair at the long table, the failed nonarch | ooked old, nmore nelted than
ever. It was obvious that he had been reading for several hours.

"Do you r-r-really think that nmanki nd d-d-d-deserves

such an end?" he asked softly. It had been a dozen years since | had
heard the stutter.

i noved away fromthe door but did not answer. Billy had been a friend
and patron for nore than twenty standard years, but at that nonment |
could have killed him The thought of soneone readi ng Hyperion without
perm ssion filled ne with rage.

'You d-d-date your p-p-p... cantos?" said King Billy, riffling through
the nost recent stack of conpleted pages.

"How did you get here?" | snapped. It was not an idle question

Ski mers; dropships, and helicopters had not had nuch luck flying to the
Time Tonbs region in recent years. The nachines arrived sans
passengers. It had done wonders in fueling the Shrike myth.

The little man in the runpled cape shrugged. H's uniformwas neant to

be brilliant and regal but nerely nade himl ook |ike an overwei ght
Harlequin. '1 followed the |ast batch of pilgrinms,' he said. 'And then
c-c-came down from Keep Chronos to visit. | notice that you've witten

nothing in many nonths, MM Mrtin. Can you explain that?"

| glowered in silence while sidling closer

"Perhaps | can explain it,' said King Billy. He |Iooked at the |ast
conpl et ed page of Hyperion Cantos as if it had the answer to a

| ong-puzzled riddle. 'The |last stanzas were witten the sane week | ast
year that J.T. Telio disappeared.”

"So?" | had noved to the far edge of the table now

Feigning a casual attitude, | pulled a short stack of nanuscript pages
cl oser and nmoved them out of Billy's reach

"So that wwwwas... according to the SDF monitors -.. the d-d-date
of the death of the last remaining Poets' City dweller,' he said. 'The
| ast except for y-y-you, that is, Martin."

| shrugged and began noving around the table. 1 needed to get to Billy



wi t hout getting the manuscript in the way.

"You know, you haven't f-f-f-finished it, Martin,' he said in his deep

sad voice. 'There is still sonme hance that humanity s-s-s-survives the
Fall."
"No," | said and sidled closer

"But you can't wite it, can you, Martin? You can't c-c-c-conpose this
poetry unless your mmnuse i s shedding bl ood, can you?"

"Bul I shit," | said.

'Perhaps. But a fascinating coincidence. Have you ever wondered why
you have been spared, Martin?"

| shrugged again and slid another stack of papers out of his reach. |
was taller, stronger, and neaner than Billy, but | had to be sure that
none of the manuscript would be danaged if he struggled as | lifted him
out of his seat and threw hi m out

"It's t-t-t-time we did sonmething about this problem' said nmy patron

"No," | said, '"it's time you left." | shoved the last stacks of poetry
aside and raised ny arns, surprised to see a brass candlestick in one
hand.

"Stop right there, please,’" King Billy said softly and lifted a neura
stunner from his | ap.

| paused only a second. Then | laughed. 'You mserable little hangdog
fraud,' | said. 'You couldn't use a fucking weapon if your life
depended on it."

| stepped forward to beat himup and throw hi m out

My cheek was agai nst the stone of the courtyard but one eye was open
enough for me to see that stars still shone through the broken
latticework of the galleria dome. 1 could not blink. M Iinbs and
torso tingled with the pinpricks of returning sensation, as if ny entire
body had fallen asleep and was now com ng painfully awake. 1t nmade ne
want to scream but my jaw and tongue refused to work. Suddenly | was
lifted and propped agai nst a stone bench so that | could see the
courtyard and the dry fountain which Rithnmet Corbet had designed. The
bronze Laocon westled with bronze snakes in the flickering illumnation
of the predawn neteor showers.

"I"'ms-s-sorry, Martin,' came a familiar voice, 'b-b-but this

m m madness has to end." King Billy came into ny field of view carrying
a tall stack of manuscript. Oher heaps of pages lay on the shell of
the fountain at t he foot of the nmetal Trojan. An open bucket of

ker osene sat near by.

| managed to blink. M eyelids noved |ike rusted iron

' The stun should wwowear off any s-s-s... any mnute,' said King
Billy. He reached into the fountain, raised a sheaf of manuscript, and



ignited it with a flick of his cigarette |ighter
"No!" | managed to screamthrough cl enched jaws.

The flames danced and died. King Billy let the ashes drop into the
fountain and lifted another stack of pages, rolling theminto a

cylinder. Tears glistened on |ined cheeks illum nated by flanme. ' You
c-c-called it f-f-forth,' gasped the little man. 'It nust be
f-f-finished."

| struggled to rise. M arns and legs jerked like a narionette's
m shandl ed |inbs. The pain was incredible.

| screamed again and the agoni zed sound echoed from nmarble and granite.

King Billy lifted a fat sheaf of papers and paused to read fromthe top
page:

Wt hout story or prop
But my own weak nortality, | bore
The | oad of this eternal quietude,

The unchangi ng gloom and th three fi xed shapes Ponderous upon nmy senses
a whol e noon.

For by ny burning brain | neasured sure Her silver seasons shedded on
the night And ever day by day | thought | grew

More gaunt and ghostly - Oftentines | prayed, Intense, that Death wouM
take me fromthe vale And all its burdens - Gasping with despair O
change, hour after hour | cursed nyself."

King Billy raised his face to the stars and consigned this page to
flame.

"No!" | cried again and forced my legs to bend. | got to one knee,
tried to steady nyself with an arm abl aze with pinpricks, and fell on ny
si de.

The shadow in the cape lifted a stack too thick to roll and peered at it
inthe dimlight.

Then | saw a wan face

Not pinned by human sorrows, but bright blanched By an i mortal sickness
which kills not;

It works a constant change, whi ch happy death
Can put no end to; deathwards progressing
To no death was that visage; it had passed

The Iily and the sno w, and beyond t hese



I must not think now, though Isaw that face..." ."

King Billy moved his lighter and this and fifty other pages burst into
flame. He dropped the burning papers into the fountain and reached for
nor e.

"Please!" | cried and pulled nyself up, stiffening ny |egs against the
twi tches of random nerve inmpul ses while | eani ng agai nst the stone bench
' Pl ease. "

The third figure did not actually appear so nmuch as allow its presence
to i npinge upon ny consciousness; it was as if it always had been there
and King Billy and | had failed to notice it until the flames grew

bri ght enough.

I mpossibly tall, four-arned, nolded in chrone and cartilage, the Shrike
turned its red gaze on us.

King Billy gasped, stepped back, and then nmoved forward to feed nore
cantos to the fire. Enbers rose on warmdrafts. A flight of doves
burst fromthe vine-choked girders of the broken donme with an expl osion
of wi ng sound.

I moved forward in a notion nmore lurch than step. The Shrike did not
nove, did not shift its bloody gaze.

"Go!" cried King Billy, stutter forgotten, voice exalted, a blazing nass
of poetry in each hand. 'Return to the pit whence you cane!’

The Shrike seened to incline its head ever so slightly.

Red |ight gl eaned on sharp surfaces.

"My lord!" | cried, although to King Billy or the apparition fromhell |
did not know then and know not now. 1 staggered the |ast few paces and
reached for Billy's arm

He was not there. One second the aging King was a hand's length fromne
and in the next instant he was ten neters away, raised high above the
courtyard stones. Fingers like steel thorns pierced his arns and chest
and thighs, but he still withed and my Cantos burned in his fists.

The Shrike held himout |like a father offering his son for baptism

"Destroy it!" Billy cried, his pinned arns naking pitiful gestures.
"Destroy it!'

| stopped at the fountain's edge, tottered weakly against the rim At
first 1 thought he neant destroy the Shrike... and then | thought he
neant the poem..

and then | realized that he neant both. A thousand pages and nore of
manuscript lay tunbled in the dry fountain.

| picked up the bucket of kerosene.

The Shrike did not nove except to pull King' Billy slowy back against



his chest in an oddly affectionate notion. Billy withed and screaned
silently as a long steel thorn energed fromhis harlequin silk just
above the breastbone. | stood there stupidly and thought of butterfly
collections |I had displayed as a child. Slowy, nechanically, | sloshed
kerosene on the scattered pages.

"End it!" gasped King Billy. 'Martin, for the |ove of God!'
| picked up the lighter fromwhere he had dropped it.

The Shri ke made no nove. Blood soaked the black patches of Billy's
tunic until they blended with the crinson squares already here. |

t hunbed the antique lighter once, twice, a third tine; sparks only.
Through nmy tears | could see ny life's work lying in the dusty fountain.
| dropped the lighter.

Billy screamed. Dinmy, | heard bl ades rubbing bone as he twisted in the
Shrike's enbrace. 'Finish it!" he cried.

"Martin... oh, God!'

| turned then, took five fast paces, and threw the half-full bucket of
kerosene. Funes blurred ny already blurred vision. Billy and the

i mpossi bl e creature that held himwere soaked like two comics in a

sl apstick holie.

| saw Billy blink and splutter, | saw the slickness on the Shrike's
chisel ed nuzzle reflect the neteor-brightened sky, and then the dying
enbers of burned pages in Billy's still clenched fists ignited the
ker osene.

| raised my hands to protect ny face - too |late, beard and eyebrows
si nged and snol dered- and staggered backward until the rimof the
fountain stopped ne.

For a second the pyre was a perfect scul pture of flane, a blue and
yellow Piet with a four-arned nmadonna hol ding a blazing Christ figure
Then the burning figure withed and arched, still pinned by steel thorns
and a score of scalpeled talons, and a cry went up which to this

day | cannot believe emanated fromthe hunman half of that death-enbraced
pair. The scream knocked ne to nmy knees, echoed fromevery hard surface
inthe city, and drove the pigeons into wheeling panic. And the scream
continued for mnutes after the flam ng vision sinply ceased to be,

| eavi ng behi nd neither ashes nor retinal inmage. It was another mnute
or two before |I realized that the scream| now heard was nine

Anticlimax is, of course, the warp and way of things.

Real life seldom structures a decent denouenent.

It took ne several nonths, perhaps a year, to recopy the

ker osene- damaged pages and to rewite the burned Cantos. It will be no
surprise to learn that | did not finish the poem It was not by choice.

My muse had fl ed.

The City of Poets decayed in peace. | stayed another year or two -



perhaps five, | do not know, I was quite nmad by then. To this day
records of early Shrike pilgrims tell of the gaunt figure, all hair and
rags and bul gi ng eyes, who woul d wake them fromtheir Gethsenane sl eep
by scream ng obscenities and shaking his fist at the silent Tinme Tonbs,
daring the coward within to show itself.

Eventual |y the nmadness burned itself out - although the enbers wll

al ways glow - and | hiked the fifteen hundred kilometers to
civilization, nmy backpack wei ghted down with just manuscript, surviving
on rock eels and snow and on nothing at all for the | ast ten days.

The two and a half centuries since are not worth telling, nuch |ess
reliving. The Pouisen treatnents to keep the instrunent alive and
waiting. Two long, cold sleeps in illegal, sublight, cryogenic voyages;
each swallowing a century or nore; each taking its toll in brain cells
and nenory.

| waited then. | will still. The poemnust be finished. It wll be
fini shed.

In the begi nning was the Wrd.

In the end... past honor, past life, past caring..
In the end will be the Wrd.

FOUR

The Benares put into Edge a little after noon on the next day. One of
the mantas had died in harness only twenty kiloneters downriver from
their destination and A Bettik had cut it |oose. The other had | asted
until they tied up to the bleached pier and then it rolled over in tota
exhaustion, bubbles rising fromits twin airholes. Bettik ordered this
manta cut | oose as well, explaining that it had a slimchance of
surviving if it drifted along in the nore rapid current.

The pilgrinms had been awake and watching the scenery roll by since

bef ore sunrise. They spoke little and none had found anything to say to
Martin Silenus. The poet did not appear to nmind... he drank wine with
hi s breakfast and sang bawdy songs as the sun rose.

The river had wi dened during the night and by norning it was a

two- ki |l ometer-w de hi ghway of blue gray cutting through the | ow green
hills south of the Sea of Grass. There were no trees this close to the
Sea, and the browns and gol ds and heather tones of the Mane shrubs had
gradual |y brightened to the bold greens of the two-neter-tall northern
grasses. All norning the hills had been pressed | ower until now they
were conpressed into | ow bands of grassy bluffs on either side of the
river.

An al nost invisible darkening hung above the horizon to the north and
east, and those pilgrins who had |ived on ocean worlds and knew it as a
promni se of the approaching sea had to remi nd thensel ves that the only
sea now near was conprised of several billion acres of grass.

Edge never had been a large outpost and nowit was totally deserted. The
score of buildings lining the rutted | ane fromthe dock had the vacant



gaze of all abandoned

structures and there were signs on the riverfront that the popul ation
had fled weeks earlier. The Pilgrins' Rest, a three-century-old inn
just below the crest of the hill, had been burned.

A. Bettik accompanied themto the sunmit of the low bluff. 'Wiat wll
you do now?" Col onel Kassad asked the android.

"According to the terns of the Tenple bonditure, we are free after this
trip,' said Bettik. ' W shall |eave the Benares here for your return
and take the | aunch downriver. And then we go on our way."

'"Wth the general evacuations?" asked Brawne Lam a

"No." Bettik smled. 'W have our own purposes and pil gri mages on
Hyperion."

The group reached the rounded crest of the bluff.

Behi nd them the Benare seened a snall thing tied to a saggi ng dock; the
Hool i e ran southwest into the blue haze of distance bel ow the town and
curved west above it, narrowi ng toward the inpassable Lower Cataracts a
dozen kil ometers upriver fromEdge. To their north and cast lay the Sea
of Grass.

"My God,' breathed Brawne Lani a.
It was as if they had clinbed the last hill in creation

Bel ow them a scattering of docks, . wharves, and sheds narked the end
of Edge and the beginning of t he Sea. Gass stretched away forever,
rippling sensuously in the slight breeze and seeming to lap like a green
surf at the base of the bluffs. The grass seenmed infinite and sean ess,
stretching tO all horizons and apparently rising to precisely the sane
hei ght as far as the eye could see. There was not the slightest hint of
the snowy peaks of the Bridle Range, which they knew | ay sone eight
hundred kilometers to the northwest.

The illusion that they were gazing at a great green sea was nearly
perfect, down to the wind-ruffled shimrers of stal ks | ooking |ike
whi t ecaps far from shore

"It's beautiful,' said Lam a, who had never seen it before.

"It's striking at sunset and sunrise,' said the Consul

'Fascinating,' murmured Sol Weintraub, lifting his infant so that she
could see. She wiggled in happi ness and concentrated on watchi ng her
fingers.

"A wel |l -preserved ecosystem' Het Masteen said

approvingly. 'The Miir would be pleased.” '"Shit," said Martin Silenus.

The others turned to stare.



"There's no fucki ng wi ndwagon,' said the poet.
The four other men, woman, and android stared silently
at the abandoned wharves and enpty plain of grass.

It's been del ayed,' said the Consul

Martin Silenus barked a laugh. 'O it's left already. W were supposed
to be here last night."

Col onel Kassad rai sed his powered bi noculars and swept the horizon. 'I
find it unlikely that they would have left without us,' he said. 'The
wagon was to have been sent by the Shrike Tenple priests thensel ves.
They have a vested interest in our pilgrinmge."

"W could wal k," said Lenar Hoyt. The priest |ooked pale and weak
obviously in the grip of both pain and drugs, and barely able to stand,
much | ess wal k.

" No,' said Kassad. ' It' s hundreds o f klic ks and the grass is over
our heads."

' Conpasses,' said the priest.

' Conpasses don't work on Hyperion,' said Kassad, still watching through
hi s bi nocul ars.

"Direction finders then,' said Hoyt.
"W have an IDF, but that isn't the point,' said the Consul
'"The grass is sharp. Halfa klick out and we'd be nothing but tatters."

"And there are the grass serpents,' said Kassad, |owering the gl asses.
"It's a well-preserved ecosystem but not one to take a stroll in."

Fat her Hoyt sighed and half collapsed into the short grass of the
hilltop. There was something close to relief in his voice when he said.
"Al'l right, we go back."

A. Bettik stepped forward. 'The crewwill be happy to wait and ferry
you back to Keats in the Benares should the w ndwagon not appear."

"No,' said the Consul, 'take the launch and go."

"Hey, just a fucking minute!" cried Martin Silenus. 'l don't renenber
el ecting you dictator, amigo. W need to get there. |If the fucking
wi ndwagon doesn't show, we'!!

have to find another way."

The Consul wheeled to face the snaller man. ' How?

By boat? It takes two weeks to sail up the Mane and around the North

Littoral to G ho or one of the other staging areas. And that's when
there are ships avail abl e.



Every seagoi ng vessel on Hyperion is probably involved in the evacuation
effort.”

"Dirigible then,' grow ed the poet.

Brawne Lami a | aughed. 'Oh, yes. W've seen so nany in the two days
we' ve been on the river."

Martin Silenus whirled and clenched his fists as if to strike the wonan.
Then he snmiled. "All right then, |ady, what do we do? Maybe if we
sacrifice someone to a grass serpent the transportation gods will snmile
on as."

Brawne Lamia's stare was arctic. 'l thought burned offerings were nore
your style, little man."

Col onel Kassad stepped between the two. His voice barked comrand.

" Enough. The Consul's right. W stay here until the wagon arrives. M
Masteen, M Lama, go with A Bettik to supervise the unl oadi ng of our
gear.

Fat her Hoyt and M Silenus will bring sone wood up for a bonfire."
"A bonfire?" said the priest. It was hot on the hillside.
"After dark,' said Kassad. 'W want the w ndwagon to know we're here.

Now |l et's nove."

It was a quiet group that watched the powered | aunch nove downriver at
sunset. Even fromtwo kiloneters away the Consul could see the blue
skins of the crew. The Benares | ooked old and abandoned at its wharf,
already a part of the deserted city. Wen the launch was lost in the
di stance, the group turned to watch the Sea of G ass.

Long shadows fromthe river bluffs crept out across what the Consu

al ready found hinself thinking of as the surf and shallows. Farther
out, the sea seenmed to shift in color, the grass nellowi ng to an
aquanari ne shi mer before darkening to a hint of verdurous depths. The
lapis sky nelted into the reds and gol ds of sunset, illumnating their
hilltop and setting the pilgrinms' skins aglowwith liquid Iight. The
only sound was the whisper of wind in grass.

"We've got a fucking huge heap of baggage,' Martin Silenus said | oudly.
"For a bunch of folks on a one-way trip."

It was true, thought the Consul. Their |uggage made a small nountain on
the grassy hilltop.

'Sonmewhere in there,' came the quiet voice of Het Masteen, 'may lie our
sal vation."

"What do you nmean?" asked Brawne Lam a
"Yeah,' said Martin Silenus, |lying back, putting his hands under his

head, and staring at the sky. 'Did you bring a pair of undershorts that
are ShrikeProof?.



The Tenpl ar shook his head slowly. The sudden twilight cast his face in
shadow under the cow of the robe.

"Let us not trivialize or dissenble,' he said. 'It is time to admt

t hat each of us has brought on this pilgrimge sonething which he or she
hopes will alter the inevitable outcome when the nonment arrives that we
must face the Lord of Pain."

The poet laughed. 'I didn't bring even ny lucky fucking rabbit's foot."
The Tenplar's hood noved slightly. 'But your manuscript perhaps?"

The poet said nothing.

Het Masteen noved his invisible gaze to the tall nman on his left. 'And
you, Colonel, there are several trunks

whi ch bear your nane. \Wapons, perhaps?"
Kassad rai sed his head but did not speak

"OfF course,' said Het Masteen, '"it would be foolish to go hunting
wi t hout a weapon."

"What about ne?" asked Brawne Lamia, folding her arns. 'Do you know
what secret weapon |'ve snuggl ed al ong?"

The Tenplar's oddly accented voice was calm 'W have not yet heard
your tale, M Lamia. It would be premature to specul ate.™

"What about the Consul ?" asked Lami a
"Ch, yes, it is obvious what weapon our diplomatic friend has in store.”

The Consul turned from his contenplation of the sunset. '1 brought only
sone clothes and two books to read,' he said truthfully.

" Ah,' sighed the Tenplar, 'but what a beautiful spacecraft you |eft
behi nd. "

Martin Silenus junped to his feet. 'The fucking ship!' he cried. 'You
can call it, can't you? Well, goddanmit, get your dog whistle out, |'m
tired of sitting here.™

The Consul pulled a strand of grass and stripped it.

After a minute he said:

"Even if | could call it... and you heard A. Bettik say that the
consats and repeater stations were down...

even if | could call it, we couldn't land north of the Bridle Range.
That meant instant disaster even before the Shri ke began ranging south
of the nountains."”

"Yeah,' said Silenus, waving his arns in agitation, 'but we could get



across this fucking... Jlawn! Call the ship."

"Walt until norning,' said the Consul. 'If the w nd-wagon's not here,
we will discuss alternatives."
"Fuck that..." began the poet, but Kassad stepped forward with his back

to him effectively renoving Silenus fromthe circle.

"M Masteen,' said the Colonel, 'what is your secret?" There was enough
light fromthe dying sky to show a slight smle on the Tenplar's thin
lips. He gestured toward the nmound of baggage. 'As you see, ny trunk
is the heavi est and nost nysterious of all."

"It's a Mbius cube,' said Father Hoyt. 'I've seen

ancient artifacts transported that way."

"Or fusion bonbs,' said Kassad.

Het Masteen shook his head. 'Nothing so crude,' he said.

"Are you going to tell us?" demanded Lam a

"When it is ny turn to speak,' said the Tenpl ar.

"Are you next?" asked the Consul. 'We can listen while we wait."
Sol Weintraub cleared his throat. 'I have nunmber four,' he said,
showi ng the slip of paper. 'But | would be nore than pleased to trade

with the True Voice of the Tree." Weintraub lifted Rachel fromhis |eft
shoul der to his right, patting her gently on the back

Het Masteen shook his head. 'No, there is time. 1 neant only to point
out that in hopel essness there is always hope. W have | earned nuch
fromthe stories so

far. Yet each of us has sone seed of promi se buried even deeper than we
have adm tted."

"I don't see . " began Father Hoyt but was interrupted by Martin
Si | enus' s sudden shout.

"It's the wagon! The fucking wi ndwagon. Here at last!’

It was another twenty minutes before the wi ndwagon tied up to one of the
wharves. The craft came out of the north, its sails white squares
against a dark plain draining of color. The last |light had faded by the
time the large ship had tacked close to the low bluff, folded its main
sails, and rolled to a stop

The Consul was inpressed. The thing was wooden, handcrafted, and huge -
curved in the pregnant |ines of sone seagoing galleon out of Od Earth's
anci ent history.

The single gigantic wheel, set in the center of the curving hull
normal |y woul d have been invisible in the two-nmeter-tall grass, but the
Consul caught a glinmpse of the underside as he carried |uggage onto the



wharf. Fromthe ground it would be six or seven neters to the railing,
and nore than five tines that height to the tip of the nmaminnmast. From
where he stood, panting fromexertion, the Consul could hear the snap of
pennants far above and a steady, al nmost subsonic humthat woul d be
coming fromeither the ship's interior flywheel or its nassive
gyroscopes.

A gangpl ank extruded fromthe upper hull and lowered itself to the
wharf. Father Hoyt and Brawne Lamia had to step back quickly or be
crushed.

The wi ndwagon was |l ess well |ighted than the Benares; illum nation
appeared to consist of several |anterns hanging fromspars. No crew had
been visible during the approach of the ship and no one came into view
now

"Hall o!" called the Consul fromthe base of the gangpl ank
No one answered.

"Wait here a minute, please,' said Kassad and nounted the long ranp in
five strides.

The ot hers watched whil e Kassad paused at the top, touched his belt
where the small deat hwand was tucked,

and then di sappeared am dships. Several ninutes later a light flared
t hrough broad wi ndows at the stern, casting trapezoids of yellow on the
grass bel ow.

'Conme up,' called Kassad fromthe head of the ranp.
"It's enmpty.”

The group struggled with their |uggage, naking several trips. The
Consul hel ped Her Masteen with the heavy MXius cube and through his
fingertips he could feel a faint but intense vibration

'So where the fuck is the crew?" asked Martin Silenus when they were
assenbl ed on the foredeck. They had taken their single-file tour

t hrough the narrow corridors and cabi ns, down stairways nore | adder than
stairs, and through cabins not nmuch bigger than the built-in bunks they
contained. Only the rearnost cabin - the captain's cabin, if that is
what it was - approached the size and confort of standard accomodati ons
on the Benares.

"It's obviously autonated,' said Kassad. The FORCE officer pointed to
hal yards whi ch di sappeared into slots in the deck, manipulators all but
i nvi sible among the rigging and spars, and the subtle hint of gears

hal fway up the | ateen-rigged rear nast.

"I didn't see a control center,' said Lamia. 'Not so nuch as a diskey
or C-spot nexus." She slipped her comlog froma breast pocket and tried
to interface on standard data, comm and biomed frequencies. There was
no response fromthe ship

' The ships used to be crewed,' said the Consul. 'Tenple initiates used



to acconpany the pilgrins to the nountains."

"Well| they're not here now,' said Hoyt. 'But | guess we can assune
that someone is still alive at the tramstation or Keep Chronos. They
sent the wagon for us."

'"Or everyone's dead and the wi ndwagon is running on an autonatic
schedul e,' said Lamia. She |ooked over her shoulders as rigging and
canvas creaked in a suddengust of wind. 'Damm, it's weird to be cut off
fromeverybody and everything like this. |It's |like being blind and
deaf. 1 don't know how colonials stand it."

Martin Silenus approached the group and sat on the railing. He drank
froma |l ong green bottle and said:

"Where's the Poet? Show him  Show him

Muses mine, that | may know hi m

"Tis the man who with a man

I's an equal, be he king,

O poorest of the beggar-cl ass,

O any ot her wondrous thing

A man may be 'tw xt ape and Pl ato.

"Tis the man who with a bird,

Wen or eagle, finds his way to

A!l its instincts. He hath heard

The !'ion's roaring, and can tel

VWhat his horny throat expresseth, And to himthe tiger's yel
Cones articulate and presseth
On his ear like nother-tongue. '

"Where did you get that wine bottle?" asked Kassad.

Martin Silenus smled. H's eyes were snall and bright in the lantern
glow. 'The gailery's fully stocked and there's a bar. | declared it
open. "

"W should fix sone dinner,' said the Consul although all he wanted at
t he nonent was sone wine. It had been nmore than ten hours since they

had | ast eaten.

There canme a clank and whir and all six of them npved to the starboard
rail. The gangpl ank had drawn itself in.

They whirled again as canvas unfurled, lines grew taut, and sonmewhere a



fl ywheel humred into the ultrasonic.

Sails filled, the deck tilted slightly, and the w ndwagon noved away
fromthe wharf and into the darkness. The only sounds were the flap and
creak of the ship, the distant runble of the wheel, and the rasp of
grass on the hull bottom

The six of them watched as the shadow of the bluff fell behind, the
unl i ght ed beacon pyre receding as a faint gleamof starlight on pale
wood, and then there were only the sky and night and swaying circl es of
lantern |ight.

"I"11 go below,' said the Consul, 'and see if | can get a neal
t oget her. "

The others stayed awhile, feeling the slight surge and runbl e through
the soles of their feet and watching

dar kness pass. The Sea of Grass was visible only as the place where
stars ended and flat blackness began. Kassad used a handbeamto

illum nate glinpses of canvas and rigging, lines being pulled tight by

i nvisible !ands, and then he checked all the corners and shadowed pl aces
fromstern to bow The others watched in silence. When he clicked the
light off, the darkness seenmed | ess oppressive, the starlight brighter
Arich, fertile snell - nore of a farmin springtine than of the sea -
cane to themon a breeze which had swept across a thousand kil oneters of
gr ass.

Sonetime later the Consul called to them and they went bel ow to eat.
The gall ey was cranped and there was no ness table, so they used the
large cabin in the stern as their conmmon room pushing three of the
trunks together as a makeshift table. Four lanterns swinging fromlow
beams made the roombright. A breeze blew in when Het Masteen opened
one of the tall w ndows above the bed.

The Consul set plates piled high with sandwi ches on the | argest trunk
and returned again with thick white cups and a coffee therm He poured
while the others ate.

"This is quite good,' said Fednmahn Kassad. 'Where did you get the roast
been'

"The cold box is fully stocked. There's another large freezer in the
aft pantry."

"El ectrical ?" asked Het Masteen

'"No. Double insulated."”

Martin Silenus sniffed ajar, found a knife on the sandwi ch plate, and
added great dollops of horseradish to his sandwi ches. H's eyes sparkled
with tears as he ate.

'"How | ong does this crossing generally take?" Lam a asked the Consul

He | ooked up fromhis study of the circle of hot black coffee in his



cup. T msorry, what?"
"Crossing the Sea of Grass. How | ong?"

"A night and half a day to the nountains,' said the Consul. 'If the
winds are with us."

"And then... how long to cross the nountains?" asked Father Hoyt.
'Less than a day,' sid the Consul

"If the tramway is running,' added Kassad.

The Consul sipped the hot coffee and nade a face.

"W have to assunme it is. Oherwse...'

'Ot herwi se what ?" denanded Lami a.

'Ot herwise,' said Colonel Kassad, noving to the open wi ndow and putting
his hands on his hips, '"we will he stranded six hundred klicks fromthe
Ti me Tombs and a thousand fromthe southern cities."

The Consul shook his head. 'No,' he said. 'The Tenple. priests or
whoever are behind this pilgrinmge have seen to it that we've gotten
this far. They'll nake sure we go all the way."

Brawne Lami a crossed her arnms and frowned. 'As what... sacrifices?"
Martin Silenus whooped a | augh and brought out his bottle:

"Who are these conming to the sacrifice?

To what green altar, 0 mysterious priest, Lead' st thou that heifer
| owi ng at the skies,

And all her silken flanks with garlands dressed?
VWhat little town by river or sea-shore,

O nmountain-built with peaceful citadel

Is enmptied of its folk, this pious norn?

And, little town, thy streets for evernore WIIl silent be; and not a
soul, to tell Wiy thou art desolate, can e'er return. '

Brawne Lami a reached under her tunic and brought out a cutting |aser no
larger than her little finger. She aimed it at the poet's head. 'You
mserable little shit.

One nore word out of you and... 1 swear... [|'Il slag you where you
stand. "

The silence was suddenly absol ute except for the background runbl e-groan
of the ship. The Consul noved toward Martin Silenus. Colonel Kassad
took two steps behind Lam a



The poet took a long drink and smled at the dark-haired woman. His
l[ips were noist. 'Oh build your ship of death,' he whispered. 'Oh
build it!'

Lam a's fingers were white on the pencil laser. The Consul edged cl oser
to Silenus, not knowi ng what to do, imagining the whipping beam of I|ight
fusing his own eyes.

Kassad | eaned toward Lamia |like two neters of tensed shadow.

'Madam ' said Sol Weintraub fromwhere he sat on the bunk agai nst the
far wall, "need I remind you that there is a child present?"

Lam a gl anced to her right. Wintraub had renoved a deep drawer from a
ship's cupboard and had set it on the bed as a cradle. He had bat hed
the infant and cone in silently just before the poet's recitation. Now
he set the baby softly in the padded nest.

"I"msorry,' said Brawne Lamia and | owered the small |aser."
that he makes ne so... angry."”

It's just

Wei ntraub nodded, rocking the drawer slightly. The gentle roll of the
wi ndwagon comnbi ned with the incessant runble of the great wheel appeared
to have already put the child to sleep. 'W're all tired and tense,’
sai d the schol ar.

' Perhaps we should find our Iodgings for the night and turn in."

The wonman si ghed and tucked the weapon in her belt." | won't sleep,' she
said. 'Things are too... strange."

O hers nodded. Martin Silenus was sitting on the broad | edge bel ow t he
stern wi ndows. Now he pulled up his legs, took a drink, and said to
Wei ntraub, 'Tell your story, old man."

'Yes,' said Father Hoyt. The priest |ooked exhausted to the point of
bei ng cadaverous, but his feverish eyes burned. 'Tell us. W need to
have the stories told and tine to think about them before we arrive."

Wei ntraub passed a hand across his bald scalp. 'It's a dull tale,' he
said." |'ve been to Hyperion be fore. There are no confrontations with
nonsters, no acts of heroism It's a tale by a man whose idea of epic

adventure is speaking to a class without his notes.”
"All the better,' said Martin Silenus. 'W need a soporific."
Sol Weintraub sighed, adjusted his glasses, and nodded.

There were a few streaks of dark in his heard, but npst of it had gone
gray. He turned the lantern | ow over the baby's

bed and noved to a chair in the center of the room
The Consul turned down the other |anps and poured nore coffee for those

who wanted it. Sol Weintraub's voice was slow, careful in phrase and
precise in wording, and before long the gentle cadence of his story



bl ended with the soft runble and sl ow pitchings of the w ndwagon's
progress north.

THE SCHOLAR S TALE
The River Lethe's Taste is Bitter

Sol Weintraub and his wife Sarai had enjoyed their life even before the
birth of their daughter; Rachel made things as close to perfect as the
coupl e coul d i magi ne.

Sarai was twenty-seven when the child was conceived, Sol was
twenty-nine. Neither of them had consi dered Poul sen treatnents because
neither of themcould afford it, but even w thout such care they | ooked
forward to another fifty years of health.

Both had lived their entire lives on Barnard's Wrld, one of the ol dest
but least exciting menbers of the Hegenony. Barnard's was in the Wb,
but it made little difference to Sol and Sarai since they could not
afford frequent farcaster travel and had little wish to go at any rate.
Sol had recently celebrated his tenth year with N ghtenhel ser Coll ege,
where he taught history and classical studies and did his own research
on ethical evol ution.

Ni ght enhel ser was a small school, fewer than three thousand students,
but its acadenic reputati on was outstanding and it attracted young
people fromall over the Wb. The primary conplaint of these students
was that N ghtenhel ser and its surrounding conmunity of Crawford
constituted an island of civilization in an ocean of corn. It was true;
the coll ege was three thousand flat kiloneters away fromthe capital of
Bussard and the terrafornmed |and in between was given over to farmng

There had been no forests to fell, no hills to deal with, and no
mount ai ns to break the flat nonotony of cornfields, bean-fields,
cornfields, wheatfields, cornfields, rice paddies, and cornfields. The
radi cal poet Sal nud

Brevy had taught briefly at N ghtenhel ser before the @ ennon-Hei ght

Muti ny, had been fired, and upon far-casting to Renai ssance Vector had
told his friends that Crawford County on South Sinzer on Barnard's Wrld
constituted the Eighth Circle of Desolation on the smallest pinple on

t he absol ute ass-end of Creation

Sol and Sarai Wintraub liked it. Crawford, a town of twenty-five
t housand, might have been reconstructed from sonme ni neteenth-century
m d- Aneri can tenpl ate.

The streets were wi de and over-arched with el ns and oaks. (Barnard's
had been the second extrasolar Earth colony, centuries before the
Hawki ng drive and Hegira, and the seedshi ps then had been huge.) Hones
in Ctawmford reflected styles ranging fromearly Victorian to Canadi an
Revival, but they all seenmed to be white and set far back on
weil-trinmed | awns.

The college itself was Georgi an, an assenbl age of red brick and white
pillars surroundi ng the oval common.



Sol's office was on the third floor of Placher Hall, the ol dest building
on canpus, and in the winter he could | ook out on bare branches which
carved the common into conplex geonetries. Sol |oved the chal k-dust and
ol d-wood snell of the place, a smell which had not changed since he was
a freshnan there, and each day clinbing to his office he treasured the
deeply worn grooves in the steps, a | egacy of twenty generations of

Ni ght enhel ser students.

Sarai had been born on a farm hal fway between Bussard and Crawford and
had received her PhD in nusic theory a year before Sol earned his
doctorate. She had been a happy and energetic young woman, nmaking up in
personal ity what she | acked in accepted norns of physical beauty, and
she carried this attractiveness of person into later life. Sarai had
studied offworld for two years at the University of New Lyons on Deneb
Drei, but she was honesick there: the sunsets were abrupt, the
nmuch-vaunted nountains slicing off the sunlight like a ragged scyt he,
and she longed for the hours-long sunsets of hone where Barnard's Star
hung on the horizon like a great, tethered, red balloon while the sky
congeal ed to evening. She mssed the perfect flatness where - peering

fromher third-floor roomunder the steep gables- a little girl could
ook fifty kiloneters across tasseled fields to watch a storm approach
like a bruise-black curtain lit within by Iightning bolts. And Sara
m ssed her famly.

She and Sot net a week after she transferred to Ni ght-enhelser; it was
anot her three years before he proposed marri age and she accepted. At
first she saw nothing in the short graduate student. She was stil
weari ng Web fashions then, involved in Post-Destructionist music
theories, reading bit and Ni hil and the npbst avant-garde nmagazi nes from
Renai ssance Vector and TC2, feigning sophisticated weariness with life
and a rebel's vocabulary - and none of this jelled with the undersized
.but earnest history major who spilled fruit cocktail on her at Dean
Moore's honors party. Any exotic qualities which nmight have cone from
Sol Weintraub's Jew sh | egacy were instantly negated by his BWaccent,
his Crawford Squire Shop wardrobe, and the fact that he had cone to the
party with a copy of Detresque's Solitudes in Variance absentni ndedly
tucked under his arm

For Sol it was love at first sight. He stared at the |aughing,
red-cheeked girl and ignored the expensive dress and affected mandarin
nails in favor of the personality which blazed |ike a beacon to the
lonely junior. Sol had not known he was |lonely until he net Sarai, but
after the first time he shook her hand and spilled fruit salad down the
front of her dress he knew that his |life would be enpty forever if they
did not marry.

They married the week after the announcenent of Sol's teaching

appoi ntnment at the college. Their honeynmoon was on Maui - Covenant, his
first farcast trip abroad, and for three weeks they rented a nobile isle
and sailed alone on it through the wonders of the Equatoria

Archi pel ago. Sol never forgot the images fromthose sun-drenched and

wi nd-filled days, and the secret inmage he would al ways nost cherish was
of Sarai rising nude froma nighttime swim the Core stars bl azi ng above
whi | e her own body gl owed constellations fromthe phosphorescence of the
i sland' s wake.



They had wanted a child imrediately but it was to be five years before
nat ure agreed.

Sol remenbered cradling Sarai in his arms as she curled in pain, a
difficult delivery, until finally, incredibly, Rachel Sarah Wi ntraub
was born at 2:01 AM in Crawford County Med Center.

The presence of an infant intruded upon Sol's solipsistic life as a
serious academ c and Sarai's profession as nusic critic for Barnard's
dat asphere, but neither minded. The first nonths were a bl end of
constant fatigue and joy. Late at night, between feedings, Sol would
tiptoe into the nursery just to check on Rachel and to stand and gaze at
the baby. Mre often than not he would find Sarai already there and the
two would watch, armin arm at the miracle of a baby sleeping onits
stomach, runp in the air, head burrowed into the bunper pad at the head
of the crib.

Rachel was one of those rare children who managed to be cute wi thout
becom ng sel f-consciously precious; by the time she was two standard
years ol d her appearance and personality were striking - her nother's
light brown hair, red cheeks, and broad smle, her father's |arge brown
eyes. Friends said that the child conmbi ned the best portions of Sarai's
sensitivity and Sol's intellect.

Anot her friend, a child psychol ogist fromthe coll ege, once comented
that Rachel at age five showed the nost reliable indicators of true

gi ftedness in a young person: structured curiosity, enmpathy for others,
conpassion, and a fierce sense of fair play.

One day in his office, studying ancient files fromdd Earth, Sol was
readi ng about the effect of Beatrice on the world view of Dante
Alighieri when he was struck by a passage witten by a critic fromthe
twentieth or twenty-first century:

She [Beatrice] alone was still real for him still inplied neaning in
the world, and beauty. Her nature becane his | andmark- what Melville
would call, with nore sobriety than we can now nuster, his Greenw ch

St andard. .

Sol paused to access the definition of Greenwich Standard, and then he
read on. The critic had added a personal note:

Most of us, | hope, have had sone child or spouse or friend |ike
Beatrice, someone who by his very nature, his seem ngly innate goodness
and intelligence, makes us unconfortably conscious of our lies when we
lie.

Sol had shut off the display and gazed out at the black geonetries of
branches above the conmon.

Rachel was not insufferably perfect. Wen she was five standard, she
carefully cut the hair of her five favorite dolls and then cut her own
hair shortest of all. Wen she was seven, she decided that the m grant
wor kers staying in their run-down houses on the south end of town | acked
a nutritious diet, so she enptied the house's pantries, cold boxes,
freezers, and synthesizer banks, talked three friends into acconpanying
her, and distributed several hundred marks' worth of the famly's



nont hly food budget.

VWen she was ten, Rachel responded to a dare from Stubby Berkowitz and
tried to clinb to the top of Crawford's ol dest elm She was forty
neters up, less than five neters fromthe top, when a branch broke and
she fell two thirds of the way to the ground. Sol was paged on his
com og while discussing the noral inplications of Earth's first nuclear
di sarmanent era and he left the class without a word and ran the twelve
bl ocks to the Med Center.

Rachel had broken her left leg, two ribs, punctured a |lung, and
fractured her jaw. She was floating in a bath of recovery nutrient when
Sol burst in, but she managed to | ook over her mother's shoul der, snile
slightly, and say through the wire cast on her jaw. 'Dad, | was fifteen
feet fromthe top. Maybe closer. 1'll nake it next tinme."

Rachel graduated with honors from secondary tutorials and received
schol arship offers from corporate academnmies on five worlds and three
uni versities, including Harvard on New Earth. She chose Ni ghtenhel ser

it was little surprise to Sol that his daughter chose

archaeol ogy as a major. One of his fondest nenories of her was the |ong
aft ernoons she had spent under the front porch when she was about two,
digging in the oam ignoring spiders and googl epeds, rushing into the
house to show of f every plastic plate and tarni shed pfennig she had
excavat ed, demanding to know where it had cone from what were the
people |like who had left it there?"

Rachel received her undergraduate degree when she was ni neteen standard,
wor ked that sumrer on her grandnother's farm and farcast away the next
fall. She was at Reichs University on Freeholmfor twenty-eight |oca
mont hs, and when she returned it was as if color had flowed back into
Sol and Sarai's world.

For two weeks their daughter - an adult now, self-aware and secure in
sone ways that grown-ups twice her age often failed to be - rested and
revel ed i n being homne.

One eveni ng, wal ki ng across the canpus just after sunset, she pressed
her father on details of his heritage.

'Dad, do you still consider yourself a Jew?"

Sol had run his hand over his thinning hair, surprised by the question
"A Jew? Yes, | suppose so. It doesn't nmean what it once did, though."

"Am | a Jew?" asked Rachel. Her cheeks glowed in the fragile light.

"If you want to be,' said Sol. 'It doesn't have the sane significance
with dd Earth gone."

"If I1'd been a boy, would you have had me circunti sed?"
Sol had | aughed, delighted and enbarrassed by the question

"I "mserious,' said Rachel



Sol adjusted his glasses. 'l guess | would have, kiddo. | never
t hought about it."

'Have you been to the synagogue in Bussard?"

"Not since nmy bar mtzvah,' said Sol, thinking back to the day fifty
years earlier when his father had borrowed Uncle Richard' s Vikken and
had flown the famly to the capital for the ritual

'Dad, why do Jews feel that things are... |ess inportant now than
before the Hegira?"

Sol spread his hands - strong hands, nore those of a stoneworker than an
academ c. 'That's a good question, Rachel. Probably because so nuch of
the dreamis dead.

Israel is gone. The New Tenple lasted less time than the first and
second. God broke His word by destroying the Earth a second tinme in the
way He did. And this Diasporais... forever."

"But Jews mmintain their ethnic and religious identity in sone places,'
hi s daughter insisted.

"Ch, sure. On Hebron and isolated areas of the Concourse you can find
entire communities . . . Hasidic, Othodox, Hasnonean, you nane it..
but they tend to

be... nonvital, picturesque... tourist-oriented." 'Like a thene park?"
'Yes."

'"Coul d you take nme to Tenple Beth-el tonmorrow? | can borrow Khaki's
strat."

'"No need,' said Sol. 'We'Ill use the co!lege's shuttle." He paused.
"Yes,' he said at last, 'I would |like to take you to the synagogue

t onorrow. "

It was getting dark under the old elms. Streetlights canme on up and
down the wi de [ane which led to their hone.

"Dad,' said Rachel, 'I'mgoing to ask you a question |'ve asked about a
mllion tines since | was two. Do you believe in God?"

Sol had not smiled. He had no choice but to give her the answer he had
given her a mlliontines. 'I'mwaiting to," he said.

Rachel's postgraduate work dealt with alien and pre-Hegira artifacts.

For three standard years Sol and Sarai woul d receive occasional visits
followed by fatline flimsies fromexotic worlds near but not within the
Web. They all knew that her field work in quest of dissertation would
soon take her beyond the Wb, into the Qutback where tinme-debt ate away
at the lives and nenories of those |eft behind.

"Where the hell is Hyperion?" Sarai had asked during Rachei's | ast
vacation before the expedition left.



"It sounds like a brand nane' for some new househol d product."”

'"It's a great place, Mom There are nore nonhuman artifacts there than
any pl ace except Armaghast."

' Then why not go to Armaghast?" said Sarai. 'It's only a few nonths
fromthe Wb. Wy settle for second best?"

"Hyperion hasn't become the big tourist attraction yet,' said Rachel
" Al though they're beginning to becone a problem People with noney are
nore willing to travel outside the Wb now. "

Sol had found his voice suddenly husky. 'WIIl you be going to the
l abyrinth or the artifacts called the Time Tonmbs?"

"The Tine Tonbs, Dad. 1'Il be.working with Dr Melio Arundez and he
knows nore about the Tonbs than anyone alive."

"Aren't they dangerous?" asked Sol, framing the question as casually as
he coul d but heating the edge in his voice.

Rachel smled. 'Because of the Shrike | egend? No.

Nobody' s been bothered by that particular |egend for two standard
centuries."

"But |'ve seen docunents about the trouble there during the second
col oni zation..." began Sol

'"Me too, Dad. But they didn't know about the big rock eels that cane
down into the desert to hunt. They probably lost a few people to those
t hi ngs and pani cked. You know how | egends begin. Besides, the rock
eel s have been hunted to extinction."

' Spacecraft don't !'and there,' persisted Sol. 'You have to sail to the
Tonbs. O hike. O sone damm thing."

Rachel |aughed. 'In the early days, people flying in underesti mated the
effects of the anti-entropic fields and there were some accidents. But
there's dirigible service now They have a big hotel called Keep
Chronos at the north edge of the nountains where hundreds of tourists a
year stay."

"WIl you be staying there?" asked Sarai

"Part of the tine. It'lIl be exciting, Mom"

"Not too exciting, | hope,' said Sarai and all of them had snil ed.
During the four years that Rachel was in transit - a few weeks of
cryogenic fugue for her - Sol found that he m ssed his daughter nuch
nore than if she had been out of touch but busy somewhere in the Wb.
The t hought that she was flying away fromhimfaster than the speed of
light, wapped in the artificial quantum cocoon of the Hawki ng effect,
seemed unnatural and om nous to him

They kept busy. Sarai retired fromthe critic business to devote nore



time to local environnmental issues, but for Sol it was one of the nost
hectic tinmes of his life.

Hi s second and third books cane out and the second one - Mral Turning
Points - caused such a stir that he was in constant demand at offworld
conferences and synposia. He traveled to a few alone, to a few nore
with Sarai, but although both of them enjoyed the idea of traveling, the
actual experience of facing strange foods, different gravities, and the
[ight fromstrange suns all paled after a while and Sol found hinmsel f
spending nore tinme at hone researching his next book, attending
conferences, if he had to, via interactive holo fromthe coll ege.

It was al most five years after Rachel |eft on her expedition that So
had a dream whi ch woul d change his life.

Sol dreaned that he was wandering through a great structure with col ums
the size of small redwood trees and a ceiling |ost to sight far above
him through which red light fell in solid shafts. At tines he caught
glinmpses of things far off in the gloomto his left or right: once he
nmade out a pair of stone legs rising |ike massive buildings through the
dar kness; another tine he spied what appeared to be a crystal scarab
rotating far above him its insides ablaze with cool |ights.

Finally Sol stopped to rest. Far behind himhe could hear what sounded
like a great conflagration, entire cities and forests burning. Ahead of
him gl owed the |ights he had been wal ki ng toward, two ovals of deepest
red.

He was noppi ng sweat from his brow when an i nmense voice said to him

'"Sol! Take your daughter, your only daughter Rachel, whomyou | ove, and
go to the world called Hyperion and offer her there as a burnt offering
at one of the places of which I shall tell you."

And in his dream Sol had stood and said, 'You can't be serious." And he
had wal ked on through darkness, the red orbs gl owi ng now | i ke bl oody
noons hangi ng above an indistinct plain, and when he stopped to rest the
i mrense voi ce said:

'Sol! Take your daughter, your only daughter Rachel, whom you | ove, and
go to the world called Hyperion and offer her there as a burnt offering
at one of the places of which | shall tell you."

And SO had shrugged off the weight of the voice and had said distinctly
into the darkness, 'l heard you the first tine... the answer is stil
no."

SO knew he was dreaming then, and part of his mind enjoyed the irony

of the script, but another part wanted only to waken. Instead, he found
hi nsel f on a | ow bal cony | ooki ng down on a room where Rachel |ay naked
on a broad block of stone. The scene was illum nated by the glow of the

twin red orbs. Sol | ooked down at his right hand and found a | ong,
curved knife there. The bl ade and handl e appeared to be nmade of bone.

The voice, sounding nore than ever to Sol |ike sonme cut-rate holie
director's shallow i dea of what God's voice should sound |ike, cane
agai n:



"SA! You must listen well. The future of hunmanki nd depends upon your
obedience in this nmatter.

You nust take your daughter, your daughter Rachel whom you | ove, and go
to the world called Hyperion and offer her there as a burnt offering at
one of the places of which I shall tell you."

And Sol, sick of the whole dreamyet sonehow alarmed by it, had turned
and thrown the knife far into the darkness.

When he turned back to find his daughter, the

scene had faded. The red orbs hung cl oser than ever, and now So! could
see that they were nultifaceted gens the size of snmall worlds.

The anplified voice cane again
'So? You have had your chance, SO Wintraub
If you change your mnd, you know where to find ne."

And SO awakened hal f |aughing, half chilled by the dream Amused by
the thought that the entire Talnmud and the A d Testanment might be
not hi ng nore than a cosm ¢ shaggy-dog story.

About the tinme Sol was having his dream Rachel was on Hyperion
finishing her first year of research there. The team of nine

ar chaeol ogi sts and si x physicists had found Keep Chronos fascinating but
far too crowded with tourists and woul d-be Shrike pilgrins, so after the
first nonth spent commuting fromthe hotel, they had set up a pernanent
canp between the ruined city and the small canyon holding the Tine
Tonbs.

Wi le hal f the team excavated the nmore recent site of the unfinished
city, two of Rache!'s colleagues hel ped her catal ogue every aspect of
the Tonbs. The physicists were finished with the anti-entropic fields
and spent much of their time setting snmall flags of different colors to
mark the limts of the so-called tinme tides.

Rachel 's team concentrated their work in the structure called the

Sphi nx, although the creature represented in stone was neither human nor
lion; it may not have been a creature at all, although the snooth |ines
atop the stone nonolith suggested curves of a living thing, and the
sweepi ng appendages nmade everyone think of w ngs.

Unli ke the other Tonbs, which |lay open and were easily inspected, the
Sphi nx was a mass of heavy bl ocks honey-conbed with narrow corridors,
some of which tightened to inmpossibility, some of which w dened to

audi toriumsized proportions, but none of which | ed anywhere but back on
t hensel ves. There were no crypts, treasure roons, plundered sarcophogi
wal | nmurals, or secret

passages, nerely a maze of sensel ess corridors through sweating stone.

Rachel and her |over, Melio Arundez, began mappi ng the Sphinx, using a
net hod which had been in use for at |east seven hundred years, having



been pioneered in the Egyptian pyram ds sonetine in the twentieth
century.

Arrangi ng sensitive radiation and cosnic ray detectors at the | owest
point in the Sphinx, they recorded arrival tinmes and deflection patterns
of the particles passing through the nmass of stone above them watching
for hidden roons or passages which would not show up even on deep

i mgi ng radar. Because of the busy tourist season and the concern of

t he Hyperion Home Rul e Council that the Tombs might be damaged by such
research, Rachel and Melio went out to their site every night at

m dni ght, naking the hal f-hour wal k and crawl through the corridor maze
whi ch they had rigged with blue gl ow gl obes.

There, sitting under hundreds of thousands of tons of stone, they would
watch their instrunments until norning, listening to their earphones ping
with the sound of particles born in the belly of dying stars.

The tine tides had not been a problemw th the Sphinx. O all the
Tonmbs, it seemed the |least protected by the anti-entropic fields and the
physicists had carefully mapped the times when the tide surges m ght
pose a threat. H gh tide was at 1000 hours, receding only twenty

m nutes | ater back toward the Jade Tonmb half a kiloneter to the south.
Tourists were not all owed near the Sphinx until after 1200 hours, and to
| eave a margin of safety, the site made sure they were out by 0900. The
physi cs team had planted chronotropic sensors at various points al ong

t he paths and wal kways between the Tonbs, both to alert the nmonitors to
variations of the tides and to warn the visitors.

Wth only three weeks to go of her year of research on Hyperion, Rache
awoke one night, left her sleeping lover, and took a ground effect jeep
fromthe canp to the Tonbs. She and Melio had decided that it was
foolish for both of themto nonitor the equi pnent every night; now they
alternated, one working at the site while the other collated data and
prepared for the final project - a radar

mappi ng of the dunes between the Jade Tonb and the Obeli sk.

The night was cool and beautiful. A profusion of stars stretched from
hori zon to horizon, four or five times the nunmber Rachel had grown up

| ooking at fromBarnard's Wrld. The | ow dunes whi spered and shifted in
the strong breeze blowing fromthe nountains in the south.

Rachel found lights still burning at the site. The physics team was
just calling it a day loading their own jeep.

She chatted with them had a cup of coffee as they drove away, and then
t ook her backpack and nade the twenty-five-mnute trip into the basenent
of the Sphi nx.

For the hundredth tine Rachel wondered who had built the Tombs and for
what purpose. Dating of the construction naterials had been usel ess
because of the effect of the anti-entropic field. Only analysis of the
Tonmbs in relation to the erosion of the canyon and ot her surroundi ng
geol ogi cal features had suggested an age of at least half a million
years. The feeling was that the architects of the Time Tonbs had been
humanoi d, even though nothing but the gross scale of the structures
suggested such a thing. Certainly the passageways in the Sphinx



revealed little: sonme were human enough in size and shape, but then
neters farther along the sane corridor mght dwindle to a tube the size
of a sewer pipe and then transformitself into sonething |arger and nore
random than a natural cavern. Doorways, if they could be called such
since they opened to nothing in particular, mght be triangular or
trapezoi dal or ten-sided as commonly as rectangul ar

Rachel crawl ed the last twenty neters down a steep slope, sliding her
backpack ahead of her. The heatl ess gl ow gl obes gave the rock and her
flesh a bluish, bloodless cast. The 'basenent,’ when she reached it,
seened a haven of human clutter and snells. Several folding chairs
filled the center of the small space while detectors, oscilloscopes, and
ot her paraphernalia lined the narrow table against the north wall. A

pl ank on sawhorses al ong the opposite wall held coffee cups, a chess
set, a hal f-eaten doughnut, two paperbacks, and a plastic toy of sone
sort of dog in a grass skirt.

Rachel settled in, set her coffee thermnext to the toy, and checked the
cosmic ray detectors. The data appeared to be the same: no hidden roons
or passages, just a few niches even the deep radar had missed. 1In the
norning Melio and Stefan would set a deep probe working, getting an

i mager filament in and sanpling the air before digging further with a

m cro-mani pulator. So far a dozen such niches had turned up nothing of
interest. The joke at canmp was that the next hole, no bigger than a
fist, would reveal m niature sarcophagi, undersized urns, a petite
mumry, or- as Melio put it- 'a teeny-tiny Tutankhanmen."

Qut of habit, Rachel tried the conmlinks on her com og. Nothing. Forty
neters of stone tended to do that. They had tal ked of stringing

tel ephone wire fromthe basenent to the surface, but there had been no
pressing need and now their time was al nbst up. Rachel adjusted the

i nput channels on her cornlog to nonitor the detector data and then
settled back for a long, boring night.

There. was the wonderful story of the Od Earth pharaoh- was it
Cheops?- who aut horized his huge pyramd, agreed to the burial chanber
bei ng deep under the center of the thing, and then |ay awake nights for
years in a claustrophobic panic, thinking of all those tons of stone
above himfor all eternity. Eventually the pharaoh ordered the buria
chanmber repositioned two thirds the way up the great pyram d. Most
unort hodox.

Rachel could understand the king's position. She hoped that - wherever
he was - he slept better now.

Rachel was al nbst dozing herself when - at 0215 -her conl og chirped, the
detectors screaned, and she junped to her feet. According to the
sensors, the Sphinx had suddenly grown a dozen new chanbers, sone | arger
than the total structure. Rachel keyed displays and the air msted with
nodel s that changed as she wat ched.

Corridor schematics tw sted back on thenselves |ike rotating Mbius
strips. The external sensors indicated the upper structure tw sting and
bending Iike polyfiex in the wind - or |ike w ngs.

Rachel knew that it was sone type of nmultiple mal function, but even as
she tried to recalibrate she called data and inpressions into her



com og. Then several things happened at once.

She heard the drag of feet in the corridor above her

Al of the displays went dead sinultaneously.

Sonewhere in the naze of corridors a tine-tide alarmbegan to blare.
Al of the Iights went off.

This final event nade no sense. The instrunent packages held their own
power supplies and woul d have stayed |it through a nuclear attack. The
l anp they used in the basenent had a new ten-year power cell. The

gl ow gl obes in the corridors were biolum nescent and needed no power.

Nonet hel ess, the lights were out. Rachel pulled a flashlight |aser out
of the knee pocket of her junpsuit and triggered it. Nothing happened.

For the first time in her life, terror closed on Rachel Wintraub like a
hand on her heart. She could not breathe. For ten seconds she wlled
herself to be absolutely still, not even listening, nerely waiting for
the panic to recede. Wen it had subsided enough for her to breathe

wi t hout gasping, she felt her way to the instrunents and keyed t hem
They did not respond. She lifted her com og and thunmbed the diskey.

Not hing... which was inpossible, of course, given the solid-state

i nvul -nerability and power-cell reliability of the thing. Still,
not hi ng.

Rachel coul d hear her pul se poundi ng now but she again fought back the
pani ¢ and began feeling her way toward the only exit. The thought of
finding her way through the nmaze in absol ute darkness nmde her want to
scream but she could think of no other alternatives.

Wait. There had been old lights throughout the Sphinx naze but the
research team had strung the gl ow gl obes.

Strung them There was a perlon |ine connecting themall the way to the
surface.

Fine. Rachel groped her way toward the exit, feeling the cold stone
under her fingers. Was it this cold before?

There canme the clear sound of sonething sharp scraping its way down the
access shaft.

"Melio?" called Rachel into the blackness. 'Tanya?
Kurt ?"

The scrapi ng sounded very close. Rachel backed away, knocking over an
i nstrunment and chair in the blackness. Sonething touched her hair and
she gasped, raised her hand.

The ceiling was lower. The solid block of stone, five neters square,
slid |l ower even as she raised her other hand to touch it. The opening
to the corridor was halfway up the wall. Rachel staggered toward it,
swi ngi ng her hands in front of her Iike a blind person. She tripped



over a folding chair, found the instrunent table, followed it to the far
wal |, felt the bottomof the corridor shaft disappearing as the ceiling
cane |l ower. She pulled back her fingers a second before they were
sliced off.

Rachel sat down in the darkness. An oscilloscope scraped agai nst the
ceiling until the table cracked and col |l apsed under it. Rachel nobved
her head in short, desperate arcs. There was a netallic rasp - alnpst a
breathing sound - less than a meter fromher. She began to back away,
sliding across a floor suddenly filled with broken equi pnent. The
breat hi ng grew | ouder.

Sonet hing sharp and infinitely cold grasped her wist.
Rachel screanmed at |ast.

There was no fatline transmtter on Hyperion in those days. Nor did the
spinship HS Farraux City have FTL-comm capability. So the first Sol and
Sarai heard of their daughter's accident was when the Hegenony consul ate
on Parvati fatlined the college that Rachel had been injured, that she
was stabl e but unconscious, and that she was being transferred from
Parvati to the Wb world of Renai ssance Vector via nmedical torchship

The trip would take a little over ten days' shiptine with a five-nonth
ti me-debt. Those five nonths were agony for Sol and his wife, and by
the tine the medical ship put in at the Renai ssance farcaster nexus,
they had i nmagi ned the worst a thousand tinmes. |t had been eight years
since they had | ast seen Rachel

The Med Center in DaVinci was a floating tower sustained by direct
br oadcast power. The view over the

Conpb Sea was breat htaking but neither Sol nor Sarai had tinme for it as
they went fromlevel to level in search of their daughter. Dr Singh and
Melio Arundez met themin the

hub of Intensive Care. Introductions were rushed.
' Rachel ?" asked Sar ai

"Asl eep,' said Dr Singh. She was a tall wonman, aristocratic but with
kind eyes. 'As far as we can tell, Rachel has suffered no physical..
ah... injury. But she has been unconsci ous now for sone seventeen

st andar dweeks, her time. Only in the past ten days have her brain waves
regi stered deep sleep rather than cona."

" | don't understand,' said Sol."Was there an accident at the site? A
concussi on?"

' Somret hi ng happened,' said Melio Arundez, 'but we're not sure what.
Rachel was in one of the artifacts... alone - . . her comog and
other instrunents recorded nothing out of the ordinary. But there was a
surge in a phenonenon there known as anti-entropic fields..."

"The tine tides,' said Sol. 'W know about them

Go on. '



Arundez nodded and opened his hands as if nolding air. 'There was a..
field surge... nore like a tsunami than a tide... the Sphinx... the
artifact Rachel was in - . . was totally inundated. | mean, there was
nophysi cal damage but Rachel was unconsci ous when we found her "
He turned to Dr Singh for help.

" Your daughter was in a comm,' said the doctor. 'It was not possible to
put her into cryogenic fugue in that condition..."

'So she came through quantum | eap w thout fugue?" demanded Sol. He had
read about the psychol ogi cal danage to travel ers who had experienced the
Hawki ng effect directly.

'"No, no,' soothed Singh. 'She was unconscious in a way

whi ch shielded her quite as well as fugue state.™

'"I's she hurt?" demanded Sar ai

"W don't know,' said Singh "All |ife signs have returned to near
normal . Brain-wave activity is nearing a conscious state. The problem
is that her body appears to have absorbed... that is, the anti-entropic

field appears to have contam nated her."

Sol rubbed his forehead. 'Like radiation sickness?" Dr Singh hesitated.
"Not precisely... ah... this case is quite unprecedented. Specialists
in aging diseases are due in this afternoon from Tau Ceti Center, Lusus,
and Met axas."

Sol net the woman's gaze. 'Doctor, are you saying that Rache

contracted sonme agi ng di sease on Hyperion?" He paused a second to search
his menory. 'Sonething |ike Methuselah syndrone or early Al zheiner's

di sease?"

"No,' said Singh, '"in fact your daughter's illness has no nane. The

nedi cs here are calling it Merlin's sickness.

You see . . . your daughter is aging at a nornal rate ... but as far
as we can tell, she is aging backward."

Sarai pulled away fromthe group and stared at Singh as if the doctor

were insane. '|I want to see ny daughter,’
she said, quietly but very firmy. 'I want to see Rache
toOw '

Rachel awakened | ess than forty hours after Sol and Saral arrived.
Wthin mnutes she was sitting up in bed, talking even while the nedics
and technicians bustled around her. 'Mrn! Dad! Wat are you doing
here?" Before either could answer, she | ooked around her and blinked.
"Wait a minute, where's here? Are we in Keats?"

Her nother took her hand. 'W're in a hospital in DaVinci, dear. On
Renai ssance Vector."

Rachel's eyes wi dened al nost conically. 'Renaissance.



We're in the Wb?" She | ooked around her in total bew | dernent.
"Rachel, what is the last thing you renenber?" asked Dr Singh

The young woman | ooked unconprehendingly at the nedic. 'The last thing
I... | remenber going to sleep next to Melio after..." She gl anced at
her parents and touched her cheeks with the tips of her fingers. 'Mlio?

The others? Are they..."

'Everyone on the expedition is all right,' soothed Dr Singh. 'You had a
slight accident. About seventeen weeks have passed. You're back in the
Web. Safe. Everyone in your party is all right."

' Sevent een weeks..."
very pal e.

Under the fading remmant of her tan, Rachel went

Sol took her hand. 'How do you feel, kiddo?" The return pressure on his
fingers was heartbreakingly weak

"I don't know, Daddy,' she managed. 'Tired. Dizzy.

Conf used. "

Sarai sat on the bed and put her arns around her. 'It's all fight,
baby. Everything's going to be all right."

Melio entered the room unshaven, his hair runmpled fromthe nap he had
been taking in the outer | ounge.

' Rache?"
Rachel |ooked at himfromthe safety of her nother's arm 'Hi,' she
said, alnmost shyly. 'I'm back."

Sol's opinion had been and continued to be that nmedicine hadn't really
changed much since the days of |eeches and poultices; nowadays they
whirred one in centrifuges, realigned the body's magnetic field,;
bonbarded the victimw th sonic waves, tapped into the cells to
interrogate the RNA, and then admitted their ignorance wthout actually
com ng out and saying so. The only thing that had changed was that the
bills were bigger.

He was dozing in a chair when Rachel's voice awoke him
' Daddy?"

He sat up, reached for her hand. 'Here, kiddo." 'Were aml, Dad?
What's happened?”

"You're in a hospital on Renai ssance, baby. There was an acci dent on
Hyperion. You're all right now except it's affecting your menory a
bit."

Rachel clung to his hand. 'A hospital? In the Wb?



How d I get here? How |long have | been here?"

' About five weeks,' whispered Sol. 'Wat's the last thing you renenber,

Rachel ?"

She sat back on her pillows and touched her forehead, feeling the tiny

sensors there. 'Melio and | had been at the neeting. Talking with the

t eam about setting up the search equi pnent in the Sphinx. Oh ... Dad
1 haven't told you about Melio... he's..."

"Yes,' said Sol and handed Rachel her comiog. 'Here, kiddo. Listen to
this." He left the room

Rachel touched the di skey and blinked as her own voice began talking to
her. 'OK, Rache, you just woke up. You're confused. You don't know
how you got here.

Vel |, sonething's happened to you, kid. Listen up

"I"'mrecording this on the twelfth day of Tennmonth, year 457 of the
Hegira, A D. 2739 old reckoning. Yes, | knowthat's half a standard
year fromthe last thing you renmenber. Listen

' Somret hi ng happened in the Sphinx. You got caught up in the time tide.
It changed you. You're aging backward, as dunb as that sounds. Your
body's getting younger every mnute, although that's not the inportant
part right now. \Wen you sleep... when we sleep..

you forget. You |lose another day from your nenory before the accident,
and you | ose everything since. Don't ask nme why. The doctors don't
know. The experts don't know. |f you want an anal ogy, just think of a
tapewormvirus... one of the old kind... that's chewing up the data in
your comog... backward fromthe last entry.

'They don't know why the nenory |oss hits you when you sl eep, either
They tried stay-awakes, but after about thirty hours you just go
catatonic for a while and the virus does its thing anyway. So what the
hel I .

"You know sonething? This talking about yourself in the third person is

sort of therapeutic. Actually, I'"'mlying here waiting for themto take
nme up to inmaging, knowing I'll fall asleep when | get back... know ng
VIl forget everything again . . . and it scares the shit out of ne.

'K, key the diskey for short-termand you get a prepared spiel here
that should catch you up on everything since the accident. Ch... Mm
and Dad are both here and they know about Melio. But/don't know as much
as | used to. Wien did we first make love with him nmm?

The second nonth on Hyperion? Then we have just a few weeks |eft,
Rachel, and then we'll be just acquain tances. Enhjoy your menories
while you can, girl.

"This is yesterday's Rachel, signing off."

Sol canme in to find his daughter sitting upright in the bed, stil
grasping the comog tightly, her face pale and terrified. 'Daddy..."



He went to sit next to her and let her cry... for the twentieth night
in a row.

Ei ght standard weeks after she arrived on Renai ssance, Sol and Sara
waved goodbye to Rachel and Melio at the Da Vinci farcaster nultiport
and then farcast hone to Barnard' s Wrl d.

'l don't think she should have left the hospital,' nuttered Sarai as
they took the evening shuttle to Crawf ord.

The continent was a patchwork of harvest-ready right angles bel ow t hem

"Mt her,' said Sol, touching her knee, 'the doctors would have kept her
there forever. But they're doing it for their own curiosity now.
They' ve done everything they can to help her... nothing. She has a
life to live."

"But why go away with... wth hin?" said Sarai. 'She barely knows
him"

Sol sighed andJeaned back agai nst the cushions of his seat. 'In two
weeks she won't renmenber himat all,' he said. 'At least in the way

they share now. Look at it fromher position, Mther. Fighting every
day to reorient herself in a world gone mad. She's twenty-five years
old and in love. Let her be happy."

Sarai turned her face to the w ndow and together, not speaking, they
wat ched the red sun hang like a tethered balloon on the edge of evening.

Sol was well into the second senester when Rachel called. It was a
one-way nessage via farcaster cable from Freehol mand her inage hung in
the center of the old holopit Iike a famliar ghost.

"H, Mom Hi, Dad. Sorry | haven't witten or called the past few

weeks. | guess you know that i've left the university. And Melio. It
was dunb to try to take new graduate-level stuff. |1'd just forget
Tuesday what ever was di scussed Monday. Even with disks and com og
prompts it was a losing battle. | may enroll in the undergraduate
programagain . . . | renmenber all of it! Just kidding

"It was just too hard with Melio, too. O so ny notes tell ne. It
wasn't his fault, I"'msure of that. He was

gentle and patient and loving to the end. |It's just that-.

well, you can't start fromscratch on a relationship every day. CQur
apartment was filled with photos of us, notes 1 wote to nyself about
us, holos of us on Hyperion, but . . you know. In the norning he

woul d be an absolute stranger. By afternoon | began to believe what
we'd had, even if | couldn't renmenber. By evening |I'd be crying in his
arns... then, sooner or later, I'd go to sleep. |It's better this way."

Rachel's inage paused, turned as if she was going to break contact, and
then steadied. She sniled at them

'So anyway, |'ve left school for a while. The Freehol m Med Center wants



me full tine but they'd have to get inline... | got an offer fromthe
Tau Ceti Research Institute that's hard to turn dow. They offer a...
think they call it a "research honorariunf . . . that's bigger than
what we paid for four years at N ghtenhel ser and all of Reichs conbined.

"I turned themdown. |I'mstill going in as an outpatient, but the RNA
transplant series just |leaves ne with bruises and a depressed feeling.
O course, | could just be depressed because every norning | can't

renenber where the bruises cane from Ha-ha.

"Anyway, 1'11 be staying with Tanya for a while and then maybe... |

t hought maybe 1'd come home for a while. Secondnonth's ny birthday...
"Il be twenty-two again. Wird, huh? At any rate, it's a |lot easier
bei ng around people |I know and | met Tanya just after | transferred here

when | was twenty-two ... | think you understand

"So... is my old roomstill here, Mom or have you turned it into a
mah-jongg parlor like you' ve always threatened? So wite or give ne a
call. Next time |'ll shell out the nopney for two-way so we can really
talk. | just - . . 1 guess | thought..."

Rachel waved. 'Gottago. See you later, alligators. | love you both."

Sol flewto Bussard City the week before Rachel's birthday to pick her
up at the world's only public farcaster termnex. He saw her first,
standing with her |uggage

near the floral clock. She |ooked young but not noticeably younger than
when they had waved goodbye on Renai ssance Vector. No, Sol realized,
there was sonet hing | ess confident about her posture. He shook his head
torid hinself of such thoughts, called to her, and ran to hug her

The | ook of shock on her face when he rel eased her was so profound that
he could not ignore it. 'Wat is it, sweetie? Wat's wong?"

It was one of the few tines he had ever seen his daughter totally at a
| oss for words.

"I... you... | forgot,' she stanmered. She shook her head in a

fam liar way and nmanaged to |laugh and cry at the same instant. ' You
look a little different is all, Dad. | renenber |eaving here like it
was... literally... yesterday.

VWhen | saw... your hair..." Rachel covered her nouth.

Sol ran his hand across his scalp. 'Ah, yes,' he said, suddenly close
to laughing and crying hinself. 'Wth your school and travels, it's
been nore than el even years. |I'mold. And bald." He opened his arns
again. 'Welcone back, little one."

Rachel noved into the protective circle of his enbrace.

For several months things went well. Rachel felt nore secure with

fam liar things around, and for Sarai the heartbreak of their daughter's
illness was tenporarily offset by the pleasure of having her hone again

Rachel rose early every norning and viewed her private 'orientation



show which, Sol knew, contained i mages of himand Sarai a dozen years
ol der than she renmenbered

He tried to imagine what it was |ike for Rachel: she awoke in her own
bed, nenory fresh, twenty-two years old, hone on vacation before going
offworld to graduate school, only to find her parents suddenly aged, a
hundred smal | changes in the house and town, the news different

years of history having passed her by.

Sol could not inmgine it.

Their first m stake was acceding to Rachel's wishes in inviting her old
friends to her twenty-second birthday party: the sane crew who had
cel ebrated the first

time- irrepressible Niki, Don Stewart and his friend Howard, Kathi Obeg
and Marta Tyn, her best friend Linna McKyler - all of themthen just out
of coll ege, shucking off cocoons of chil dhood for new lives.

Rachel had seen themall since her return. But she had slept... and
forgotten. And Sol and Sarai this one tine did not renenber that she
had forgotten.

Ni ki was thirty-four standard, with two children of her own - stil
energetic, still irrepressible, but ancient by Rachel's standards. Don
and Howard tal ked about their investnments, their children's sports
acconpl i shments, and their upcom ng vacations. Kathi was confused,
speaking only twice to Rachel and then as if she was speaking to an

i mpostor. Marta was openly jeal ous of Rachel's youth. Linna, who had
become an ardent Zen Gnostic in the years between, cried and left early.

When they had gone, Rachel sat in the postparty ruin of the |iving room
and stared at the half-eaten cake. She did not cry. Before going
upstairs she hugged her nother and whi spered to her father, 'Dad, please
don't let me do anything |ike that again."”

Then she went upstairs to sl eep.

It was that spring when Sol again had the dream He was lost in a
great, dark place, lighted only by two red orbs. It was not absurd when
the flat voice said:

'Sol. Take your daughter, your only Rachel, whomyou |ove, and go to
the world called Hyperion and offer her there as a burnt offering at one
of the places of which | shall tell you."

And Sol had screaned into the darkness:

"You al ready have her, you son of a bitch! Wat do | have to do to get
her back? Tell nme! Tell nme, goddam you!'

And Sol Weintraub woke sweating with tears in his eyes and anger in his
heart. 1In the other roomhe could feel his daughter sleeping while the
great worm devoured her.

In the nmonths which foll owed Sol becane obsessive about obtaining
i nfornmati on on Hyperion, the Tine Tonbs, and the Shrike. As a trained



researcher, he was astounded that there were so little hard data on so
provocative a topic. There was the Church of the Shrike, of course -
there were no tenples on Barnard' s Wrld but nmany in the Wb - but he
soon found that seeking hard information in Shrike cult literature was
like trying to map the geography of Sarnath by visiting a Buddhi st
nonastery. Tinme was nentioned in Shrike Church dogma, but only in the
sense that the Shrike was supposed to be '... the Angel of Retribution
fromBeyond Tine' and that true time had ended for the human race when
Od Earth died and that the four centuries since had been 'false tine."
Sol found their tracts the usual conbination of double talk and nave
lint-gathering comopn to nost religions. Still, he planned to visit a
Shri ke Church tenple as soon as he had expl ored nore serious avenues of
research.

Meli o Arundez | aunched anot her Hyperion expedition, also sponsored by
Reichs University, this one with the stated goal of isolating and
understanding the tinme-tide phenonmenon which had inflicted the Merlin

si ckness on Rachel. A mmjor devel opment was the Hegenony Protectorate's
decision to send along on that expedition a fatline transnmitter for
installation at the Hegenony consulate in Keats. Even so, it would be
nore than three years' Wb tinme before the expedition arrived on
Hyperion. Sol's first instinct was to go with Arundez and his team -
certainly any hol odrama woul d have the primary characters returning to
the scene of the action. But Sol overrode the instinctive urge within
m nutes. He was a historian and phil osopher; any contribution he m ght
nmake to the expedition's success would be m nute, at best. Rachel stil
retained the interest and skills of a we!l-trai ned undergraduate
archaeol ogi st-to-be, but those skills dwindled a bit each day and So
could see no benefit to her returning to the site of the accident. Each
day woul d be a shock to her, awakening on a strange world, on a m ssion
whi ch woul d require skills unknown to her

Sarai woul d not allow such a thing.

Sol set aside the book he was working on - an analysis of Kierkegaard's
theories of ethics as conpromise norality as applied to the |ega

machi nery of the Hegenobny - and concentrated on collecting arcane data
on time, on Hyperion, and on the story of Abraham

Mont hs spent carrying on business as usual and collecting information
did little to satisfy his need for action. GCccasionally he vented his
frustration on the nedical and scientific specialists who canme to
exam ne Rachel like streans of pilgrinms to a holy shrine.

'"How the hell can this be happening!" he screaned at one little
speci al i st who had nade the mi stake of being both snug and condescendi ng
to the patient's father.

The doctor had a head so hairless, his face | ooked Iike |ines painted on
a billiard ball. 'She's begun growing smaller!" Sol shouted, literally
buttonholing the retreating expert. 'Not so one can see, but bone nass
i s decreasing. How can she even begin to beconme a child again? Wat
the hell does that do to the | aw of conservation of mass?"

The expert had noved his nouth but had been too rattled to speak. His
bearded col | eague answered for him 'M Wintranb,' he said, 'sir. You
have to understand that your daughter is currently inhabiting... ah



think of it as a localized region of reversed entropy."

Sol wheeled on the other nman. 'Are you saying that she is nerely stuck
in a bubble of backwardness?"

"Ah... no,' said the colleague, nassaging his chin nervously. 'Perhaps
a better analogy is that

biologically at least... the life/metabolism nechani sm has been
reversed... ah...'
' Nonsense,' snapped Sol. 'She doesn't excrete for nutrition or

regurgitate her food. And what about all the neurol ogical activity?
Reverse'the el ectrochemnical inpul ses and you get nonsense. Her brain
wor ks, gentlenen ... it's her nenory that is disappearing. Wy,
gentl emren? Why?"

The specialist finally found his voice. 'W don't know why, M

Wei ntraub. Mathematically, your daughter's body resenbles a
time-reversed equation... or perhaps an object which has passed through
a rapidly spinning

bl ack hole- W don't know how this has happened or why the physically
i mpossible is occurring in this instance, M Wintraub. W just don't
know enough. "

Sol shook each man's hand. 'Fine. That's all | wanted to know,
gentl emen. Have a good trip back." +

On Rachel's twenty-first birthday she came to Sol's door an hour after
they had all turned in. 'Daddy?"

"What is it, kiddo?" Sol pulled on his robe and joined her in the
doorway. 'Can't sleep?"

"I haven't slept for two days,' she whispered. 'Been taking stay-awakes
so 1 can get through all of the brief ing stuff | left in the Wanta
Know? file."

Sol nodded.

' Daddy, would you cone downstairs and have a drink with ne? |[|'ve got

some things | want to tal k about."
Sol got his glasses fromthe nightstand and joi ned her downstairs.

It proved to be the first and only tine that Sol would get drunk with
his daughter. It was not a boisterous drunk- for a while they chatted,
t hen began telling jokes and making puns, until each was giggling too
hard to continue. Rachel started to tell another story, sipped her
drink just at the funniest part, and al nost snorted whi skey out her
nose, she was | aughing so hard. Each of themthought it was the

funni est thing that had ever happened.

"I"ll get another bottle,' said Sol when the tears had ceased. ' Dean
Moore gave nme sonme Scotch last Christmas...



I think."

VWhen he returned, wal king carefully, Rachel had sat up on the couch and
brushed her hair with her fingers.

He poured her a small anpunt and the two drank in
silence for a while.

' Daddy?" ' Yes?"

"I went through the whole thing. Saw nyself, listened to nyself, saw
the holos of Linna and the others all niddle-aged..."

"Hardly mi ddl e-aged,' said Sol. ‘'Liana will be thirty-five next
nonth..."

"Well, old, you know what ! nmean, Anyway, | read the nedical briefs,

saw t he photos from Hyperion, and

you know what ?"

' Vhat ?"

"I don't believe any of it, Dad."

Sol put down his drink and | ooked at his daughter

Her face was fuller than before, |ess sophisticated. And even nore
beauti ful .

"1 nmean, | do believe it,' she said with a small, scared laugh. 'It's
not like you and Mom woul d put on such a cruel joke. Plus there's
your... your age... and the news and all. | knowit's real, but I

don't believe it. Do
you know what | nean, Dad?"
'"Yes,' said Sol

"I mean | woke up this nmorning and | thought, Geat . . . tonmorrows
t he pal eontol ogy examand |'ve hardly studied. | was |ooking forward to
showi ng Roger Sherman a thing or two... he thinks he's so smart."

Sol took a drink. 'Roger died three years ago in a plane crash south of
Bussard,' he said. He would not have spoken wi thout the whiskey in him
but he had to find out if there was a Rachel hiding within the Rachel

"I know,' said Rachel and pulled her knees up to her chin. '1 accessed
everybody | knew. Ganms dead. Professor Ei khardt isn't teaching
anynore. N ki narried sone... salesman. A |ot happens in four years."

"More than el even years,' said Sol. 'The trip to and from Hyperion |eft
you six years behind us stay-at-hones."

"But that's nornal,' cried Rachel. 'People travel outside the Wb al
the tine. They cope."



Sol nodded. 'But this is different, kiddo."

Rachel managed a snile and drained the [ ast of her whiskey. 'Boy, what
an understatenent." She set the glass down with a sharp, final sound.
'Look, here's what |'ve decided. 1've spent two and a half days going
through all of the stuff she... !... prepared to et me know what's
happened, what's going on... and #just doesn't help."

Sol sat perfectly still, not even daring to breathe.

"I mean,' said Rachel, 'knowi ng that |'mgetting

younger every day, losing the menory of people 1 haven't even met yet..
| mean, what happens next? 1 just keep getting younger and smaller and
| ess capable until | just disappear sonmeday? Jesus, Dad." Rache

wr apped her arns nore tightly around her knees. 'It's

sort of funny in a weird way, isn't it?"

"No,' Sol said quietly.

"No, I"'msure it's not,' said Rachel. Her eyes, always |arge and dark,
were nmoist. ‘It rmust be the worst nightmare in the world for you and
Morn. Every day you have to watch nme cone down the stairs

confused .

waki ng up with yesterday's nenories but hearing my own voice tell ne
t hat yesterday was years ago. That |

had a | ove affair with some guy naned Areclio..." 'Melio,"' whispered
Sol .

"Whatever. It just doesn't help, Dad. By the tine | can even begin to
absorb it, I'mso worn out that | have to sleep. Then... well, you

know what happens then."

"What ..." began Sol and had to clear his throat.

"What do you want us to do, little one?"

Rachel | ooked himin the eye and snmled. It was the same snile she had
gifted himwith since her fifth week of life. 'Don't tell ne, Dad,' she
said firmy. ‘'Don't let me tell me. It just hurts. | nean, | didn't

live those tines

' She paused and touched her forehead. 'You know vit | nean, Dad. The
Rachel who went to another planet and fell in love and got hurt ... that
was a different Rachel! | shouldn't have to suffer her pain." She was
crying now. 'Do you understand? Do you?"

"Yes,' said Sol. He opened his arns and felt her warmh and tears

agai nst his chest. 'Yes, | understand."

Fatline nmessages from Hyperion cane frequently the next year but they
were all negative. The nature and source of the anti-entropic fields
had not been found.



No unusual tine-tide activity had been neasured around the Sphinx.
Experiments with |l aboratory aninmals in and around the tidal regi ons had
resulted in sudden death for sone animals, but the Merlin sickness had
not been replicated. Melio ended every nessage with "My love to
Rachel . "

Sol and Sarai used nmoney | oaned from Rei chs University to receive
[imted Poul sen treatnents in Bussard City. They were already too old
for the process to extend their lives for another century, but it
restored the | ook of a couple approaching fifty standard rather than
seventy.

They studied old famly photos and found that it was not too difficult
to dress the way they had a decade and a hal f before.

Si xt een-year-ol d Rachel tripped down the stairs with her com og tuned to
the college radio station. 'Can | have rice cereal ?"

"Don't you have it every norning?" snmled Sarai

"Yes,' grinned Rachel. 'I just thought we m ght be out

or sonmething. | heard the phone. Was that N ki?" 'No,' said Sol
"Dam,' said Rachel and glanced at them 'Sorry. But she prom sed
she'd call as soon as the standardized scores canme in. Three weeks
since tutorials. You'd think |I'd have heard sonething."

"Don't worry,' said Sarai. She brought the coffeepot to the table,
started to pour Rachel a cup, poured it for herself. 'Don't worry,

honey. | pronise you that your scores will be good enough to get you
into any school you want."

"More,' sighed Rachel. 'You don't know. It's a dog-eat-dog world out
there." She frowned. 'Have you seen ny nmath ansible? M roomwas al
nmessed around. | couldn't find anything."

Sol cleared his throat. 'No classes today, kiddo."

Rachel stared. 'No classes? On a Tuesday? Six weeks from graduation?
What's up?"'

"You' ve been sick,' Sarai said firmly. 'You can stay hone one day. Just
t oday. "

Rachel's frown deepened. 'Sick? | don't feel sick. Just sort of
weird. Like things aren't... aren't right somehow

Li ke why's the couch noved around in the nedia roon? And where's Chips?
| called and called but he didn't cone."

Sol touched his daughter's wist. 'You' ve been sick for a while,' he
said. 'The doctor said you m ght wake

up with a few gaps. Let's talk while we wal k over to the canpus. Want
to?"



Rachel brightened. 'Skip classes and go to the college?
Sure." She faked a |l ook of consternation. 'As long as we don't run into
Roger Shernman. He's taking freshman cal culus up there and he's such a
pain."

"W won't see Roger,' said Sol. 'Ready to go?"

"Alnost." Rachel |eaned over and gave her nother a huge hug. 'Later

alligator."
" "While, crocodile,' said Sarai
"Ckay,' grinned Rachel, her long hair bouncing. 'I'mready."

The constant trips to Bussard City had required the purchase of an EMW
and on a cool day in autumm Sol took the slowest route, far bel ow the
traffic |l anes, enjoying the sight and smell of the harvested fields
below. Mre than a few nmen and wonen working in the fields waved to
hi m

Bussard had grown inpressively since Sol's chil dhood, but the synagogue
was still there on the edge of one of the ol dest nei ghborhoods in the
city. The tenple was old, Sol felt old, even the yarnul ke he put on as
he entered seened ancient, worn thin by decades of use, but the rabb

was young. Sol realized that the man was at least forty - his hair was
thinning on either side of the dark skullcap - but to Sol's eyes he was
little nore than a boy. Sol was relieved when the younger man suggested
that they finish their conversation in the park across the street.

They sat on a park bench. Sol was surprised to find hinmself stil
carrying the yarmul ke, passing the cloth fromhand to hand. The day
snel l ed of burning | eaves and the previous night's rain.

"1 don't quite understand, M Weintraub,' said the rabbi. 'Is it the
dream you' re di sturbed about or the fact that your daughter has becone
ill since you began the dreanP"

Sol raised his head to feel the sunlight on his face.

"Neither, exactly,' he said. '1 just can't help but feel that the two
are connected sonehow. "

The rabbi ran a finger over his lower lip. 'Howold is your daughter?"

"Thirteen,' said Sol after an inperceptible pause.

"And is the illness... serious? Life threatening?" 'Not life
threatening,' said Sol. 'Not yet."

The rabbi folded his arns across an anple belly. ' You

don't believe... may | call you Sol ?"

"Of course.”



"Sol, you don't believe that by having this dream..
t hat somehow you' ve caused your little girl's illness.
Do you?"

"No,' said Sol and sat a noment, wondering deep within if he was telling
the truth. 'No, Rabbi, | don't think..."

"Call ne Mrt, Sol."
"All right, Mort. | didn't cone because | believe that | - or the dream

- am causing Rachel's illness. But | believe ny subconscious night be
trying to tell me sonething."

Mort rocked back and forth slightly. 'Perhaps a neuro-specialist or
psychol ogi st could help you nore there, Sol. [I'mnot sure what [..."
"I"'minterested in the story of Abraham' interrupted Sol. 'I mean,

I've had sone experience with different ethical systens, but it's hard
for me to understand one which began with the order to a father to slay
his son."

"No, no, no!" cried the rabbi, waving oddly childlike fingers in front
of him '"Wen the tinme canme, God stayed Abrahami s hand. He woul d not
have all owed a human sacrifice in Hs nane. |t was the obedience to the
will of the Lord that..."

"Yes,' said Sol. 'Obedience. But it says, "Then Abraham put forth his
hand, and took the knife to slay his son." God nust have | ooked into his
soul and seen that Abrahamwas ready to slay Isaac. A mere show of

obedi ence wi t hout inner conm tnent would not have appeased the God of
CGenesis. What woul d have happened if Abraham had | oved his son nore
than he | oved . God?"

Mort drunmmed his fingers on his knee a nonent and then reached out to

grasp So!'s upper arm 'Sol, | can see

you' re upset about your daughter's illness. Don't get it nmixed up with
a docurment witten eight thousand years ago. Tell ne nore about your
little girl. | mean, children don't die of diseases anynore. Not in
the Web."

Sol rose, smiled, and stepped back to free his arm '1'd like to talk
nore, Mort. | want to. But | have to get back

| have a class this evening."

"WIl you cone to tenple this Sabbat h?" asked the rabbi, extending
stubby fingers for a final human contact.

Sol dropped the yarmul ke into the younger nman's hands. ' Perhaps one of
t hese days, Mort. One of these days | will."

Later the same autumm Sol | ooked out the wi ndow of his study to see the
dark figure of a man standing under the bare elmin front of the house.
The nmedi a, thought Sol, his heart sinking. For a decade he had been



dreadi ng the day the secret got out, knowing it would nean the end of
their sinple life in Crawford. He wal ked out into the evening chill
"Melio!" he said when he saw the tall man's face.

The archaeol ogi st stood with his hands in the pockets of his [ong blue
coat. Despite the ten standard years since their last contact, Arundez
had aged but little -Sol guessed that he was still in his late twenties.

But the younger man's heavily tanned face was lined with worry. *'Sol,"’
he said and extended his hand al nost shyly.

Sol shook his hand warmy. 'l didn't know you were back. Conme into the
house. "

"No." The archaeol ogi st took a half step back. 'I1've been out here for
an hour, Sol. | didn't have the courage to cone to the door."

Sol started to speak but then nerely nodded. He put his hands in his

own pockets against the chill. The first stars were beconi ng visible

above the dark gabl es of the house. 'Rachel's not honme right now,' he
said at |ast.

"She went to the library. She . . . she thinks she has a history
paper due."

Melio took a ragged breath and nodded in return

"Sol," he said, his voice thick, 'you and Sarai need to understand that
we did everything we could. The teamwas on Hyperion for al nost three
standard years. W would have stayed if the university hadn't cut our
funds.

There was not hing..."

"W know,' said Sol. 'W appreciated the fatline nessages."”

"I spent nonths alone in the Sphinx nyself,' said Melio. 'According to
the instruments, it was just an inert pile of stones, but sometines I
thought | felt... something .... ' He shook his head again. 'l failed
her, Sol ."

"No,' said Sol and gripped the younger man's shoul der through the woo
coat. 'But | have a question. W' ve been in touch with our senators..
even tal ked to the Science Council directors; . . but no one can
explain to me why the Hegenony hasn't spent nore tine and noney

i nvestigating the phenonena on Hyperion. It seens to ne that they

shoul d have invested that world into the Web long ago, if only for its
scientific potenti al

How can they ignore an enigma |ike the Tombs?"
"I know what you nean, Sol. Even the early cutoff of our funds was
suspicious. It's as if the Hegenony had a policy to keep Hyperion at

arms length."

"Do you think . . ." began Sol but at the nmonent Rachel approached
themin the autum twilight. Her hands were thrust deep in her red



jacket, her hair was cut short in the decades-old style of adol escents
everywhere, and her full cheeks were flushed with the cold. Rachel was
teetering on the brink of childhood and young adul t hood; her |ong | egs
in jeans, sports shoes, and bul ky jacket m ght have been the sil houette
of a boy.

,. She grinned at them 'Hi, Dad." Stepping closer in the dimlight,
she nodded at Melio shyly. 'Sorry, didn't nean to interrupt your
conversation. "

Sol took a breath. 'That's all right, kiddo. Rachel, this is Dr
Arundez from Reichs University on Freeholm

Dr Arundez, ny daughter Rachel."

'Pleased to neet you,' said Rachel, beam ng in earnest now. ' Ww,
Reichs. |'ve read their catalogues. [|'d love to go there soneday."

Melio nodded rigidly. Sol could see the stiffness in his

shoul ders and torso. 'Do you..
like to study there?"

began Melio. 'That is, what would you
Sol thought the pain in the man's voice rmust be audible to Rachel but
she only shrugged and | aughed.

'"Ch, jeez, everything. Od M Eikhardt- he's the

pal eont ol ogy/ archaeol ogy tute in the advanced class | take up at the Ed
Center - he says they have a great

classics and ancient artifacts department."

' They do,' managed Meli o.

Rachel gl anced shyly fromher father to the stranger, apparently sensing

the tension there but not knowi ng the source. 'Well, |'mjust

i nterrupting your conversation nore here. |'ve got to get in and get to
bed. | guess |I've had this strange virus... sort of like meningitis,
More says, only it must make ne sort of goofy. Anyway, nice to neet

you, Dr Arundez. | hope I'll see you at Reichs soneday.

"I hope that too,' said Melio, staring at her so intensely in the gl oom
that Sol had the feeling he was trying to nmenorize everything about the
i nstant.

"Ckay, well . . ." said Rachel and stepped back, her rubber-soled
shoes squeaki ng on the sidewal k, 'good

night, then. See you in the norning, Dad."
' Good night, Rachel."

She paused at the doorway. The gaslight on the | awn made her | ook nuch
younger than thirteen. ' 'Later, alligators.™

" "While, crocodile,' said Sol and heard Melio whisper it in unison.



They stood awhile in silence, feeling the night settle on the snal
town. A boy on a bicycle rode by, |eaves crackling under his wheels,

spokes gleam ng in the pools of |light under the old streetlanmps. 'Cone
in the house,' Sol said to the silent man. 'Sarai will be very pl eased
to see you. Rachel will be asleep.”

"Not now,' said Melio. He was a shadow there, his hands still in his
pockets. '1 need to... it was a nmistake, Sol." He started to turn
away, |ooked back. 'I1'!1 phone when | get to Freeholm' he said. 'W']l
get anot her expedition put together."

Sol nodded. Three years transit, he thought. |If they

left tonight she wouMbe... not quite ten before they arrive. 'Good,"'
he said.

Meli o paused, raised a hand in farewell, and wal ked away al ong the curb

i gnoring the | eaves that crunched underfoot.
Sol never saw himin person again

The | argest Church of the Shrike in the Wb was on Lusus and Sol farcast
there a few weeks before Rachel's tenth birthday. The building itself
was not nmuch larger than an O d Earth cathedral, but it seemed gigantic
with its effect of flying buttresses in search of a church, tw sted
upper stories, and support walls of stained gl ass.

Sol's mood was | ow and the brutal Lusian gravity did nothing to lighten
it. Despite his appointment with the bishop, Sol had to wait nore than
five hours before he was allowed into the inner sanctum He spent npst
of the tine staring at the slowy rotating twenty-neter, steel and
pol ychrome scul pture which mght have been of the | egendary Shrike

and m ght have been an abstract homage to every edged weapon ever
i nvent ed.

What interested Sol the nbst were the two red orbs floating within the
ni ght nare space which m ght have been a skul |

"M Weintraub?"

"Your Excellency,' said Sol. He noticed that the acol ytes, exorcists,
lectors, and ostiaries who had kept himconpany during the long wait had
prostrated thenmsel ves on the dark tiles at the high priest's entry. So
managed a formal bow.

' Pl ease, please, do cone in, M Wintraub,' said the priest. He
i ndi cated the doorway to the Shrike sanctuary with a sweep of his robed
arm

Sol passed through, found hinself in a dark and echoi ng pl ace not too
dissimlar fromthe setting of his recurrent dream and took a seat
where the bishop indicated. As the cleric noved to his own place at
what | ooked like a small throne behind an intricately carved but

t horoughly nodern desk, Sol noticed that the high priest was a native
Lusi an, gone to fat and heavy in the jows, but formdable in the way
all Lusus residents



seened to be. H's robe was striking in its redness... a bright,
arterial red, flowing nore like a contained liquid than |ike silk or
velvet, trinmed in onyx erm ne. The bishop wore a large ring on each
finger and they alternated red and bl ack, producing a disturbing effect
in Sol.

' Your Excellency,' began Sol, 'I apologize in advance for any breach in
church protocol which I have committed..

or may commt. | confess |.knowlittle about the Church of the Shrike,
but what | do know has brought ne here. Please forgive ne if |
i nadvertently display my ignorance by my clunsy use of titles or terns."

The bishop wiggled his fingers at Sol. Red and bl ack stones flashed in
the weak light. 'Titles are uninportant, M Weintraub. Addressing us
as "Your Excellency" is quite acceptable for a nonbeliever. W nust
advi se you, however, that the fornal nanme of our nopdest group is the
Church of the Final Atonenent and the entity whomthe world so blithely
calls... the Shrike... we refer to- . . if we take H s nane at
all... as the Lord of Pain or, nmore commonly, the Avatar. Please
proceed with the inportant query you said you had for us."

Sol bowed slightly. 'Your Excellency, | ama teacher..."

"Excuse us for interrupting, M Wintraub, but you are nuch nore than a
teacher. You are a scholar. W are very famliar with your witings on
noral hermeneuti cs.

The reasoning therein is flawed but quite chall engi ng.

We use it regularly in our courses in doctrinal apol ogeti cs.

Pl ease proceed."

Sol blinked. Hi s work was al nost unknown outside the nost rarefied
academc circles and this recognition had thrown him |In the five

seconds it took himto recover, Sol found it preferable to believe that
t he Shri ke bi shop wanted to know with whom he spoke and had an excel |l ent

staff. ' Your Excellency, nmy background is immterial. 1 asked to see
you because nmy child... ny .daughter... has taken ill as a possible
result of research she was carrying out in an area which is of sone

i nportance to your Church. | speak, of course, of the so-called Tine

Tombs on the world of Hyperion."
The bi shop nodded slowy. Sol wondered if he knew about Rachel

"You are aware, M Wintraub, that the area you referred to
what we call the Covenant Arks .

has recently been declared off |imts to so-called researchers by the
Honme Rul e Council of Hyperion?"

'Yes, Your Excellency. | have heard that. | understand that your
Church was instrunental in that |egislation being passed."

The bi shop showed no response to this. Far off in the incense-|ayered
gloom snall chinmes sounded ' At any rate, Your Excellency, | hoped that



sone aspect of your Church's doctrine nmight shed |ight on ny daughter's
illness."

The bishop inclined his head forward so that the single shaft of 1ight
which illum nated himgleaned on his forehead and cast his eyes into
shadow. 'Do you wish to receive religious instruction in the nmysteries
of the Church, M Weintraub?"

Sol touched his beard with a finger. 'No, Your Excellency, unless in so
doing | mght inprove the wellbeing of nmy daughter.”

" And does your daughter wish to be initiated into the Church of the
Fi nal Atonenent ?"

Sol hesitated a beat. 'Again, Your Excellency, she wi shes to be well
If joining the Church would heal or help her, it would be a very serious
consi deration."

The bishop sat back in a rustle of robes. Redness seemed to flow from
himinto the gloom 'You speak of physical wellbeing, M Wintraub
Qur Church is the final arbiter of spiritual salvation. Are you aware
that the former invariably flows fromthe latter?"

"I amaware that this is an old and wi dely respected proposition,' said

Sol. 'The total wellbeing of our daughter is the concern of nmy wife and
nysel f."

The bishop rested his nassive head on his fist. 'Wat is the nature of
your daughter's illness, M Wintraub?" "It is... a time-related

illness, Your Excellency."

The bishop sat forward, suddenly tense. 'And at which of the holy sites
did you say your daughter contracted this malady, M Wintraub?"

"The artifact called the Sphinx, Your Excellency." The bishop stood so
qui ckly that papers on his desktop were knocked to the floor. Even

wi t hout the robes, the man woul d have nassed twice Sol's weight. 1In the
fluttering red robes, stretched to his full height, the Shrike priest
now towered over Sol like crinmson death incarnate. 'You can go!"
bel |l owed the big man. ' Your daughter is the nost blessed and cursed of

i ndi vi dual s.

There is nothing that you or the Church . . . or any agent in this
life... <can do for her."
Sol stood . . . or, rather, sat . . . his ground. 'Your

Excel l ency, if there is any possibility..."

"NO" cried the bishop, red in the face now, a consummately consi stent
apparition. He tapped at his desk.

Exorcists and |l ectors appeared in the doorway, their black robes with
red triman oni nous echo of the bishop. The all-black ostiaries blended
wi th the shadows.

' The audience is at an end,' said the bishop with | ess vol une but
infinite finality. 'Your daughter has been chosen by the Avatar to



atone in a way which all sinners and nonbelievers must soneday suffer
Soneday very soon."

" Your Excellency, if | can have just five minutes nore of your time..."

The bi shop snapped his fingers and the exorcists cane forward to escort
Sol out. The nen were Lusian. One of them could have handled five
schol ars So!'s size.
"Your Excellency..." cried Sol after he had shrugged off the first nan's
hands. The three other exorcists cane to assist with the equally brawny
| ectors hovering nearby. The bishop had turned his back and seened to
be staring into the darkness.

The outer sanctuary echoed to grunts and the scraping of So!'s heels and
to at |east one |loud gasp as Sol's foot nade contact with the |east
priestly parts of the |lead exorcist. The outconme of the debate was not
af f ect ed.

Sol landed in the street. The last ostiary to turn away tossed So!'s
battered hat to him

Ten nore days on Lusus achi eved nothing but nore gravity fatigue for
Sol. The Tenpl e bureaucracy would not answer his calls. The courts
could offer himno

wedge. The exorcists waited just within the doors of the vestibule.

Sol farcast to New Earth and Renai ssance Vector, to Fuji and TC2, to
Deneb Drei and Deneb Vier, but everywhere the Shrike tenples were cl osed
to him

Exhaust ed, frustrated, out of noney, Sol 'cast hone to Barnard's Wrld,
got the EWV out of the long-termlot, and arrived home an hour before
Rachel ' s birthday.

"Did you bring ne anything, Daddy?" asked the excited ten-year-old.
Sarai had told her that day that Sol had been gone.

Sol brought out the wapped package. It was the collected Anne of G een
Gabl es series. It was not what

he had wanted to bring her
"Can | open it?"
"Later, little one. Wth the other things."

'Ch, please, Dad. Just one thing now. Before N ki and the other kids
get here?"

Sol caught Sarai's eye. She shook her head. Rachel renmenbered inviting
Ni ki and Linna and her other friends to the party only days before.
Sarai had not yet cone up with an excuse.

"Al'l right, Rachel,' he said. 'Just this one before the party."



Wi |l e Rachel ripped into the small package, Sol saw the giant package in
the living room secured with red ribbon. The new bi ke, of course.
Rachel had asked for the new bike for a year before her tenth birthday.
Sol tiredly wondered if she would be surprised tonmorrow to find the new
bi ke here the day before her tenth birthday.

O perhaps they would get rid of the bike that night, while Rache
sl ept.

Sol col | apsed onto the couch. The red ribbon rem nded himof the
bi shop' s robes.

Sarai had never had an easy tine of surrendering the past. Every tinme
she cl eaned and fol ded and put away a set of Rachel's out grown baby

cl othes, she had shed secret tears that Sol sonehow knew about. Sara
had treasured every stage of Rachel's chil dhood, enjoying the day-to-day
normal cy of things; a normalcy which

she quietly accepted as the best of life. She had always felt that the
essence of human experience lay not primarily in the peak experiences,

t he weddi ng days and triunphs which stood out in the nenory |ike dates
circled in red on old cal endars, but, rather, in the unsetf-conscious
flow of little things - the weekend afternoon with each nenber of the
fam |y engaged in his or her own pursuit, their crossings and
connections casual, dialogues immnently forgettable, but the sum of
such hours creating a synergy which was inportant and eternal

Sol found Sarai in the attic, weeping softly as she went through boxes.
These were not the gentle tears once shed for the ending of small
things. Sarai Wintraub was angry.

'What are you doi ng, Mother?"

"Rachel needs clothes. Everything is too big. What fit on an

ei ght-year-old won't fit a seven-year-old. | have sonme nore of her

t hi ngs here sonewhere.™

'Leave it,' said Sol. 'W'IIl buy sonething new " Sarai shook her head.
" And have her wonder every day where all of her favorite clothes have
gone? No. |[|'ve

saved sonme things. They're here sonewhere."

'"Do it later."

"Dam it, there/s no later!" shouted Sarai and then turned away from So
and rai sed her hands to her face.

"I"'msorry. "

Sol put his arnms around her. Despite the limted Poul sen treatnents,
her bare arms were much thinner than he remenbered. Knots and cords
under rough skin.

He hugged her tightly.

"I " msorry,' she repeated, sobbing openly now. 'It's just not fair."



"No,' agreed Sol. 'It's not fair." The sunlight com ng through the
dusty attic panes had a sad, cathedral quality to it. Sol had al ways
| oved the smell of an attic - the hot and stale prom se of a place so
underused and filled with future treasures. Today it was ruined.

He crouched next to a box. 'Cone, dear,' he said, "we'll |ook
t oget her. "

Rachel continued to be happy, involved with [ife, only slightly confused
by the incongruities which faced her each norning when she awoke. As
she grew younger it becane easier to explain away the changes that
appeared -to have occurred overnight - the old el mout front gone, the
new apartment building on the corner where M

Nesbitt used to live in a colonial-era home, the absence of her friends
- and Sol began to see as never before the flexibility of children. He
now i magi ned Rachel living on the breaking crest of the wave of tine,
not seeing the nurky depths of the sea beyond, keeping her balance with
her small store of nenories and a total commitnment to the twelve to
fifteen hours of now allowed her each day.

Nei t her Sol nor Sarai wanted their daughter isolated fromother children
and it was difficult to find ways to make contact. Rachel was delighted
to play with the "new girl' or 'new boy' in the nei ghborhood - children
of other instructors, the grandchildren of friends, for a while with

Ni ki 's daughter - but the other children had to grow accustonmed to
Rachel greeting them anew each day, renmenbering nothing of their conmon
past, and only a few had the sensitivity to continue such a charade for
the sake of a playmate.

The story of Rachel's unique illness was no secret in Crawford, of
course. The fact of it had spread through the college the first year of
Rachel's return and the entire town knew soon after. Crawford reacted
in the fashion of snmall towns inmenorial- sone tongues wagged
constantly, sone people could not keep the pity and pl easure at someone
el se's nisfortune out of their voices and gazes - but nostly the
conmunity folded its protective wings around the Weintraub famly like
an awkward nmother bird shielding its young.

Still, they were allowed to live their lives, and even when Sol had to
cut back classes and then take an early retirenent because of trips
seeki ng medi cal treatment for Rachel, the real reason was nentioned by
no one.

But it could not last, of course, and on the spring day when Sol stepped
onto the porch and saw his weepi ng seven-year-ol d daughter com ng back
fromthe park

surrounded and foll owed by a pack of newsteeps, their canera inplants
gl eam ng and cornl ogs extended, he knew that a phase of their life was
over forever. Sol junped fromthe porch and ran to Racbhel's side.

"M Weintraub, is it true that your daughter contracted a terninal tine
illness? Wat's going to happen in seven years? WII| she just
di sappear ?"



"M Weintraub! M Weintraub! Rachel says that she thinks Raben
Dowel | is Senate CEO and this is the year A D. 2711. Has she | ost
those thirty-four years conpletely or is this a delusio, caused by the
Merlin sickness?"

'"Rachel! Do you renenber being a grown wonan?
VWat's it feel like to be a kid agai n?"

"M Weintraub! M Weintraub! Just one still inage, please. How
about you get apicture of Rachel when she was ol der and you and the kid
stand | ooking at it?"

"M Wi ntraub! Is it true that this is the curse of the Tine Tonbs?
Di d Rachel see the Shri ke nonster?”

'Hey, Weintraub! Sol! Hey, Solly! Wsat're you and the little woman
going to do when the kid' s gone?"

There was a newsteep blocking Sol's way to the front door. The man

| eaned forward, the stereo |lenses of his eyes elongating as they zooned
in for a close-up of Rachel. Sol grabbed the man's long hair - which
was conveniently tied in a queue - and flung hi m asi de.

The pack brayed and bel |l owed outside the house for seven weeks. So
realized what he had known and forgotten about very small conmuniti es:
they were frequently annoying, always parochial, sonetimes prying on a
one-to-one level, but never had they subscribed to the vicious |egacy of
the so-called 'public's right to know. "

The Web did. Rather than have his fam |y beconme permanent prisoners to
t he besieging reporters, Sol went on the offensive. He arranged
interviews on the nost pervasive farcaster cable news prograns,
participated in Al Thing discussions, and personally attended the
Concour se Medi cal Research Conclave. In ten standard nonths he asked
for help for his daughter on eighty worlds.

O fers poured in fromten thousand sources but the bul k of the

conmuni cations were fromfaith heal ers, project pronoters, institutes
and free-lance researchers offering their services in exchange for the
publicity, Shrike cultists and other religious zeal ots pointing out that
Rachel deserved the punishnent, requests fromvarious adverti sing
agenci es for product endorsenents, offers from media agents to 'handl e’
Rachel for such endorsenents, offers of synpathy from comon people -
frequently enclosing credit chips, expressions of disbelief from
scientists, offers fromholie producers and book publishers for
exclusive rights to Rachel's life, and a barrage of real estate offers.

Rei chs University paid for a team of evaluators to sort the offers and
see if anything mght benefit Rachel

Most of the comruni cati ons were discarded. A few nmedical or research

of fers were seriously considered. In the end, none seenmed to offer any
avenue of research or experinental therapy which Reichs had not already
tried. One fatline flinsy came to Sol's attention. It was fromthe

Chai rman of Kibbutz K far Shal om on Hebron and read sinply:



IF I T BECOVES' TOO MJCH, COME

It soon became too nuch. After the first few nmonths of publicity the
siege seened to lift, but this was only the prelude to the second act.
Faxsi nmed tabloids referred to Sol as the 'Wandering Jew,' the desperate
father wandering afar in search of a cure for his child' s bizarre
illness- an ironic title given Sol's lifelong dislike of travel. Sara
inevitably was 'the grieving nother." Rachel was 'the dooned child' or
in one inspired headline, 'Virgin Victimof the Tinme Tonbs' Curse." None
of the famly could go outside wthout finding a newsteep or inager

hi di ng behind a tree.

Crawford discovered that there was nmoney to be found in the Wintraubs
m sfortune. At first the town held the Iine, but when entrepreneurs
fromBussard City noved in with gift shops, T-shirt concessions, tours,
and datachip booths for the tourists who were comng in |arger and

| arger nunbers, the |ocal business people first dithered, then wavered,
t hen deci ded unaninmously that, if t here was comerce to be carried on
the profits should not go to outsiders.

After four hundred and thirty-ei ght standard years of conparative
solitude, the town of Crawford received a farcaster term nex. No |onger
did visitors have to suffer the twenty-mnute flight fromBussard City.
The crowds grew.

On the day they noved it rained heavily and the streets were enpty.
Rachel did not cry, but her eyes were very wide all day and she spoke in
subdued tones. It was ten days before

her sixth birthday." But, Daddy, why do we have to nove?" 'W just do,
honey." ' But why?"

"It's something we have to do, little one. You'll |ike Hebron. There
are lots of parks there."

'But how come you never sai dwe were going to nmove?" 'W did, sweetie.
You nust have forgotten.”

"But what about Gram and Granms and Uncle Richard
and Aunt Tetha and Uncle Saul and everybody?"

' They can cone visit us any tinme."

'But what about N ki and Linna and ny friends?"

Sol said nothing but carried the last of the luggage to the EW. The
house was sold and enpty; furniture had been sold or sent ahead to
Hebron. For a week there had been a steady streamof family and ol d
friends, college associates, and even sone of the Reichs reed team who
had worked with Rachel for eighteen years, but now the street was enpty.
Rai n streaked the Perspex canopy of the old EM/ and ran in conpl ex
rivulets. The three of themsat in the vehicle for a noment, staring at
the house. The interior smelled of wet wool and wet hair

Rachel clutched the teddy bear Sarai had resurrected fromthe attic six
nonths earlier. She said,' It's not fair."



"No,' agreed Sol." It's not fair."

Hebron was a desert world. Four centuries of terra-fornm ng had nmade the
at nosphere breathable and a few mllion acres of land arable. The
creatures which had |lived

there before were snmall and tough and infinitely wary, and so were the
creatures inmported fromdd Earth, including the human ki nd.

" Ahh,' gasped Sol the day they arrived in the sun-baked village of Dan
above the sun-baked ibbutz of K far Shalom 'what masochists we Jews
are. Twenty thousand surveyed worlds fit for our kind when the Hegira
began, and those schnmucks cane here."

But it was not nmasochi sm whi ch brought either the first colonists or So
and his famly. Hebron was nostly desert, but the fertile areas were

al nost frighteningly fertile. Sinai University was respected throughout
the Web and its Med Center brought in wealthy patients and a healthy

i ncome for the cooperative. Hebron had a single farcaster termnex in
New Jerusal em and al |l owed portals nowhere el se. Belonging to neither

t he Hegenmony nor Protectorate, Hebron taxed travelers heavily for
farcaster privilege and allowed no tourists outside New Jerusalem For
a Jew seeking privacy, it was perhaps the safest place in three hundred
wor |l ds trod by man.

The ki bbutz was nore a cooperative by tradition than in operation. The
Wei ntraubs were wel coned to their own hone - a nodest place offering
sun-dried adobe, curves instead of right angles, and bare wood fl oo o,
b.".

al so offering a view fromthe hill which showed an infinite expanse of
desert beyond the orange and olive groves. The sun seenmed to dry up
everything, thought Sol, even .worries and bad dreans. The light was a
physical thing. In the evening their house gl owed pink for an hour
after the sun had set.

Each norning Sol sat by his daughter's bed until she awoke. The first
m nutes of her confusion were always painful to him but he nade sure
that he was the first thing Rachel saw each day. He held her while she
asked her questi ons.

"Where are we, Daddy?"

"In a wonderful place, little one. 1'll tell you all about it over
br eakfast."

'How did we get here?"

"By 'casting and flying and walking a bit," he would say. 'It's not so
far away... but far enough to neke it an adventure."

"But my bed's here... ny stuffed animals... why don't | remenber

com ng?"

And Sol woul d hold her gently by the shoulders and | ook into her brown
eyes and say, 'You had an accident, Rachel. Renenber in The Honesick



Toad where Terrence hits his head and forgets where he lives for a
few days? It was sort of like that."
"Am | better?"

"Yes,' Sol would say, 'you're all better now." And the house would fil
with the smell of breakfast and they would go out to the terrace where
Sarai waited.

Rachel had nore playmates than ever. The ki bbutz cooperative had a
school where she was al ways the wel coned visitor, greeted anew each day.
In the long afternoons the children played in the orchards and expl ored
along the cliffs.

Avner, Robert, and Ephraim the Council elders, urged Sol to work on his
book. Hebron prided itself on the nunber of scholars, artists,
musi ci ans, phil osophers, witers and conposers it sheltered as citizens
and long-termresidents. The house, they pointed out, was a gift of the
state. Sol's pension, though small by W, b standards, was nore than
adequate for their nodest needs in K far Shalom To Sol's surprise,
however, he found that he enjoyed physical |abor. Wether working in
the orchards or clearing stones in the unclained fields or repairing a
wal | above the city, Sol found that his mnd and spirit were freer than
they had been in many years. He discovered that he could westle with
Ki erkegaard while he waited for nortar to dry and find new insights in
Kant and Vandeur while carefully checking the apples for worns. At the
age of seventy-three standard, Sol earned his first call uses.

In the evenings he would play with Rachel and then take a walk in the
foothills with Sarai as Judy or one of the other neighbor girls watched
their sleeping child.

One weekend they went away to New Jerusalem just So

and Sarai, the first time they had been al one together for that |ong
since Rachel returned to live with them seventeen standard years before.

But everything was not idyllic. Too frequent were the nights when So
awoke al one and wal ked barefoot down the hall to see Sarai watching over
Rachel in her sl eep.

And often at the end of a |ong day, bathing Rachel in the old ceramnic
tub or tucking her in as the walls glowed pinkly, the child would say,

"I like it here, Daddy, but can we go home tonorrow?" And Sol woul d nod.
And after the good-night story, and the lullaby, and the good-ni ght

kiss, sure that she was asleep, he would begin to tiptoe out of the room
only to hear the nuffled - 'Later, alligator’' fromthe bl anketed form on
the bed, to which he had to reply ' "While, crocodile.” And lying in bed
hinsel f, next to the softly breathing and possibly sleeping | ength of

t he wonman he | oved, Sol would watch the strips of pale light fromone or
both of Hebron's snall nbons nove across the rough walls and he woul d
talk to CGod.

Sol had been talking to God for sone nonths before he realized what he
was doing. The idea anmused him The dial ogues were in no way prayers
but took the form of angry nonol ogues which - just short of the point



where they becane aliatribes- becane vigorous argunents with hinself.
Only not just with hinself. Sol realized one day that the topics of the
heat ed debates were so profound, the stakes to be settled so serious,

t he ground covered so broad, that the only person he could possibly be
berating for such shortcom ngs was God Hinsel f.

Since the concept of a personal God, |ying awake at ni ght worryi ng about
human beings, intervening in the lives of individuals, always had been
totally absurd to Sol, the

t hought of such di al ogues made hi m doubt his sanity.

But the dial ogues continue,’

Sol wanted to know how an 'ical system- nuch less a religion so
indomtable that it t,td survived every evil mankind could throw at it-

could flow froma conmand from God for a nan to slaughter his on. It
did not matter to Sol that the command had been rescinded at the | ast
monent. |t did not matter that the command was a test of obedience. In

fact, the idea that it was the obedi ence of Abraham which allowed himto
become the father of all the tribes of Israel was precisely what drove
Sol into fits of fury.

After fifty-five years of dedicating his life and work to the story of
et hical systens, Sol Wintraub had conme to a single, unshakable
conclusion: any allegiance to a deity or concept or universal principle
whi ch put obedi ence above decent behavi or toward an i nnocent hunan bei ng
was evil .

- So define '"innocent'?. canme the vaguely anused, faintly
qguer ul ous voice which Sol associated with these argunents.

--Achild is innocent, thought Sol. |I|saac was.
Rachel is.

- "Innocent' by the nmere fact of being a child?
- Yes.

- And there is no situation where the bl ood of the innocent nust
be shed for a greater cause?

- No, thought Sol. None.

- But the '"innocent' are not restricted to children, | presune.

- Sol hesitated, sensing a trap, trying to see where his
subconsci ous interlocutor was heading. He could not. No, he thought,

the "innocent' include others as well as children

- Such as Rachel ? At age twenty-four? The innocent shouM not
be sacrificed at any age?

- That's right.

--Perhaps this is part of the | esson which Abraham needed to | earn



before he coul d be
father to the bl essed of the nations of the earth.
--What | esson? thought Sol. What |esson? But

the voice in his mnd had faded and now there were only the sounds of
ni ght birds outside and the soft breathing of his w fe beside him

Rachel could still read at age five. Sol had trouble renenberi ng when
she had learned to read - it seened

she al ways had been able to. 'Four standard,' said Sar ai

"It was early sumer... three nonths after her birthday.

We were picnicking in the field above the college, Rachel was | ooking at
her W nni e-t he- Pooh book, and

suddenly she said, "I hear a voice in ny head"."

Sol renenbered then

He al so renenbered the joy he and Sarai had felt at the rapid

acqui sition of new skills Rachel had shown at that age. He renenbered

because now they were confronted with the reverse of that process.

'Dad,' said Rachel fromwhere she lay on the floor of his study,
carefully coloring, 'how long has it been since Mom s birthday?"

"I't was on Monday,' said Sol, preoccupied with sonething he was reading.
Sarai's birthday had not yet come but Rachel remenbered it.

"I know. But how long has it been since then?"

'Today is Thursday,' said Sol. He was reading a |long Tal nudic treatise
on obedi ence.

"I know. But how many days?"

Sol put down. the hard copy. 'Can you nane the days of the week?"
Barnard's Wrld had used the old cal endar

"Sure,' said Rachel. 'Saturday, Sunday, Monday,
Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday..." 'You said Saturday
al ready." 'Yeah. But how nmany days ago?"

' Can you count from Monday to Thursday?"

Rachel frowned, noved her lips. She tried again, counting on her
fingers this tinme. 'Four days?"

'Good,' said Sol. 'Can you tell ne what ten minus four is, kiddo?"

"What does m nus nean?"



Sol forced hinself to | ook at his papers again

"Not hing,' he said. 'Something you'll learn at school ."

"When we go hore tonorrow?"

"Yes."

One norni ng when Rachel went off with Judy to play with the other

children - she was too young to attend school any longer - Sarai said:
'Sol, we have to take her to Hyperion."

Sol stared at her. 'Wat?"

"You heard me. We can't wait until she is too young to walk... to
talk. Also, we're not getting any younger." Sarai barked a mrthless
| augh. ' That sounds strange, doesn't it? But we're not. The Poul sen
treatments will be wearing off in a year or two."

"Sarai, did you forget? The doctors all say that Rachel could not
survive cryogeni ¢ fugue. No one experiences FTL travel w thout fugue
state. The Hawki ng effect can drive one mad... or worse."

"It doesn't matter,' said Sarai. 'Rachel has to return to Hyperion."
"What on earth are you tal ki ng about?" said Sol, angered.

Sarai gripped his hand. 'Do you think you're the only

one who has had the drean®"

' Drean?" nmanaged Sol .

She sighed and sat at the white kitchen table. Mrning light struck the

plants on the sill like a yellow spotlight.

'The dark place,' she said. 'The red |ights above. The voice. Telling
us to... telling us to take... to go to Hyperion. To make... an

of fering."

Sol licked his lips but there was no noisture there.

Hi s heart pounded. 'Wose nane... whose nane is called?"

Sarai | ooked at himstrangely. 'Both of our nanes. |[|f you weren't
there... in the dreamwith nme... | could never have borne it all these
years."

Sol collapsed into his chair. He |ooked down at the strange hand and
forearmlying on the table. The knuckles of the hand were beginning to
enlarge with arthritis; the forearmwas heavily veined, nmarked with
liver spots.

It was his hand, of course. He heard hinmself say: 'You never mentioned
it. Never said a word..."

This time Sarai's laugh was without bitterness. 'As if | had to! Al



those times both of us com ng awake in the dark. And you covered with
sweat. | knew fromthe first tine that it was not nmerely a dream W
have to go, Father. Go to Hyperion."

Sol noved the hand. It still did not feel a part of him
"Way? For God's sake, why, Sarai? W can't... offer Rachel..."

'"OfF course not, Father. Haven't you thought about this? W have to go
to Hyperion . . . to wherever the dreamtells us to go... and offer
oursel ves instead."

"Offer ourselves,' repeated Sol. He wondered if he was having a heart
attack. Hi s chest ached so terribly that he could not take in a breath.
He sat for a full mnute in silence, convinced that if he attenpted to
utter a word only a sob would escape. After another minute he said:
"How | ong have you . . . thought about this, Mther?"

"Do you mean known what we must do? A year. Alittle nore. Just after
her fifth birthday."

"A year! Wiy haven't you said sonething?"
"I was waiting for you. To realize. To know "

Sol shook his head. The room seened far away and slightly tilted. 'No.
| mean, it doesn't seem.. | have to think, Mther." Sol watched as the
strange hand patted Sarai's famliar hand.

She nodded.

Sol spent three days and nights in the arid nountains, eating only the
t hi ck-crusted bread he had brought and drinking fromhis condenser
t herm

Ten thousand tines in the past twenty years he had w shed that he could
take Rachel's illness; that if anyone had to suffer it should be the
father, not the child. Any parent would feel that way - did feel that
way every time his child lay injured or racked with fever. Surely it
could not be that sinple.

In the heat of the third afternoon, as he lay half dozing in the shade
of a thin tablet of rock, Sol |learned that it was not that sinple.

Can that be Abrahamis answer to God? That he would be the offering, not
| saac?

It could have been Abrahamis. It cannot be yours.
Wy ?

As if in answer, Sol had the fever-vision of naked adults filing toward
t he ovens past arned men, nmothers hiding their children under piles of
coats. He saw nmen and wonmen with flesh hanging in burned strips
carrying the dazed children fromthe ashes of what once had been a city.
Sol knew that these inmges were no dreans, were the very stuff of the
First and Second Hol ocausts, and in his understandi ng knew before the



voi ce spoke in his mnd what the answer was. Wat it nust be.

The parents have offered thenmsel ves. That sacrifice already has been
accepted. W are beyond that.

Then what ? Wat!

Sil ence answered him Sol stood in the full glare of the sun, al nost
fell. A black bird wheel ed overhead or in his vision. Sol shook his
fist at the gunnetal sky.

You use Nazis as your instrunents. Madmen.

Monsters. You' re a goddamm nonster yourself.

nt go.

The earth tilted and Sol fell on his side against sharp rocks. He

t hought that it was not unlike |eaning against a rough wall. A rock the
size of his fist burned his cheek

The correct answer for Abraham was obedi ence, thought Sol. Ethically,
Abraham was a child himself. Al nen were at that time. The correct
answer for Abraham s children was to becone adults and to offer

t hemsel ves i nst ead.

What is the correct answer for us?

There was no answer. The ground and sky quit spinning.

After a while Sol rose shakily, rubbed the blood and grit fromhis
cheek, and wal ked down to the town in the valley bel ow.

"No,' Sol told Sarai, 'we will not go to Hyperion. It is not the
correct solution."”

"You woul d have us do nothing then."
but her voice was firmly in control

Sarai's |lips were white with anger

"No. | would have us not to do the wong thing." Sarai expelled her
breath in a hiss. She waved toward the w ndow where their four-year-old
was Vvisible playing with her toy horses in the backyard. 'Do you think
she has time for us to do the wong thing... or anything -

i ndefinitely?"

"Sit down, Mbdther."

Sarai remmi ned standing. There was the faintest sprinkling of spilled
sugar on the front of her tan cotton dress. Sol renmenbered the young
worman rising nude fromthe phosphorescent wake of the notile isle on
Maul - Covenant .

"W have to do sonething,' she said.
"W've seen over a hundred nmedical and scientific experts. She's been

tested, prodded, probed, and tortured by two dozen research centers.
|"ve been to the Shrike Church on every world in this Wb; they won't



see ne. Melio and the other Hyperion experts at Reichs say that the
Shrike Cult has nothing like the Merlin sickness in their doctrine and

t he indi geni es on Hyperion have no | egends of the malady or clues to its
cure.

Research during the three years the team was on Hyperion showed not hi ng.
Now research there is illegal

Access to the Tine Tonbs is granted only to the so-called pilgrims. Even
getting a travel visa to Hyperion is beconm ng al nost inpossible. And if
we take Rachel; the trip may kill her."

Sol paused for breath, touched Sarai's arm agai n.

"I"'msorry to repeat all this, Mdther. But we have done sonething."
"Not enough,' said Sarai. 'Wat if we go as pilgrins?" Sol folded his
arnms in frustration. 'The Church of the Shrike chooses its sacrificia
victinms fromthousands of volunteers. The Web is full of stupid,
depressed peopl e.

Few of these return.”

'Doesn't that prove sonething?" Sarai whispered quickly, urgently.
' Sonebody or sonething is preying on these people."

"Bandits,' said Sol
Sarai shook her head- 'The golem"™

"You nean the Shrike."

"It's the golem' insisted Sarai. 'The same one we see in the dream"”
Sol was uneasy. 'I don't see a golemin the dream

What gol enf"

'The red eyes that watch,' said Sarai. 'It's the same

gol emthat Rachel heard that night in the Sphinx." 'How do you know t hat
she heard anyt hi ng?"

"It's in the dream' said Sarai. 'Before we enter the place where the
golemwaits."

"W haven't dreamed the sane dream' said Sol
'Mother, Mother ... why haven't you told me this before?"
"I thought | was going mad,' whispered Sar ai

Sol thought of his secret conversations with God and put his arm around
his wife.

'"Ch, Sol,' she whispered against him 'it hurts so nuch to watch. And
it's so lonely here."



Sol held her. They had tried to go hone- home would al ways be Barnard's
Wrld - half a dozen times to visit famly and friends, but each tine
the visits were ruined by an invasion of newsteeps and tourists. It was
no one's fault. News travel ed al nost instantaneously through the
negadat asphere of a hundred and sixty Wb worlds. To scratch the
curiosity itch one had only to pass a universal card across a term nex
di skey and step through a farcaster. They had tried arriving
unannounced and traveling incognito but they were not spies and the
efforts were pitiful. Wthin twenty-four standard hours of their
reentry to the Web, they were besieged. Research institutes and |arge
nmed centers easily provided the security screen for such a visit, but
friends and fanmly suffered. Rachel was NEWS.

' Perhaps we could invite Tetha and Richard again - began Sar ai

"I have a better idea,' said Sol. 'Go yourself, Mother

You want to see your sister but you also want to see, hear, and snell
hone... watch a sunset where there are no iguanas... walk in the
fields. Go."

'Go? Just me? | couldn't be away from Rachel..." 'Nonsense,' said Sol.

"Twice in twenty years - alnmost forty if we count the good days before
anyway, twice in twenty years doesn't constitute child neglect.

It's a wonder that this fam |y can stand one another, we've been cooped
up together so long."

Sarai | ooked at the tabletop, lost in thought. 'But wouldn't the news
people find me?"

"I bet not,' said Sol. 'It's Rachel they seemto key on

If they do hound you, cone hone. But | bet you can have a week visiting
everyone at hone before the teeps catch on."

"A week,' gasped Sarai. 'l couldn't..."

"COF course you can. In fact, you nust. It will give ne a few days to
spend nore time with Rachel and then when you cone back refreshed |1l
spend sonme days selfishly working on the book."

' The Ki erkegaard one?"

'"No. Sonething |'ve been playing with called The Abraham Problem"
"Clunsy title,' said Sarai

"It's a clumsy problem' said Sol. 'Now go get packed.

We'll fly you to New Jerusal emtonorrow so you can 'cast out before the
Sabbat h begins. "

"I"11 think about it,' she said, sounding unconvinced.

"You'll pack,' said Sol, hugging her again. Wen the hug was conpleted



he had turned her away fromthe w ndow so that she faced the hallway and
t he bedroom door. 'Go. Wen you return fromhone VII have thought of
somet hing we can do."

Sarai paused. 'Do you prom se?"

Sol | ooked at her. 'I promise | will before tinme destroys everything. |
swear as Rachel's father that VIi find a way."

Sarai nodded, nore relaxed than he had seen her in nonths. 'I'Il go
pack,' she said.

VWhen he and the child returned from New Jerusal emthe next day, Sol went
out to water the neager |awn while Rachel played quietly inside. When
he cane in, the pink glow of sunset infusing the walls with a sense of
sea warnth and quiet, Rachel was not in her bedroomor the other usua

pl aces. 'Rachel ?"

VWen there was no answer he checked the backyard again, the enpty
street.

"Rachel!" Sol ran in to call the neighbors but suddenly there was the
slightest of sounds fromthe deep closet Sarai used for storage. So
qui etly opened the screen panel

Rachel sat beneath the hanging clothes, Sarai's antique pine box open
bet ween her legs. The floor was littered with photos and hol ochi ps of
Rachel as a high school student, Rachel on the day she set off for
col l ege, Rachel standing in front of a carved nountai nside on Hyperion
Rachel's research com og | ay whispering on the four-year-old Rachel's
lap. Sol's heart seized at the faniliar sound of the confident young
woman' s voi ce.

'Daddy,' said the child on the floor, her own voice a tiny frightened
echo of the voice on the comog, 'you

never told me that | had a sister.”
"You don't, little one."
Rachel frowned. 'Is this Monmy when she was .

not so big? Uh-uh, it can't be. Her name's Rachel, too, she says. How
can..."

"It's all right," he said. 'VIl explain . . ." Sol realized that the
phone was ringing in the living room had been ringing. 'Just a nonent,
sweetie. |'ll be right back."

The holo that forned above the pit was of a man Sol had never seen
before. Sol did not activate his own inager, eager to get rid of the
caller. 'Yes?" he said abruptly.

M Weintraub? M Weintraub who used to |live on Barnard's Wrl d,
currently in the village of Dan on Hebron?"

Sol started to disconnect and then paused. Their access code was



untiled. GCccasionally a sal esperson called from New Jerusal em but
offworld calls were rare. And, Sol suddenly realized, his stomach
feeling a stab of cold, it was past sundown on the Sabbath. Only
enmergency holo calls were all owed.

'Yes?" said Sol

"M  Weintraub,' said the man, staring blindly past Sol, 'there's been a
terrible accident."

When Rachel awoke her father was sitting by the side of her bed. He
| ooked tired. His eyes were red and his cheeks were gray with stubble
above the line of his beard.

' Good norni ng, Daddy."
' Good norning, sweetheart."

Rachel | ooked around and blinked. Some of her dolls and toys and things
were there, but the roomwas not hers. The light was different. The
air felt different. Her

daddy | ooked different. 'Were are we, Daddy?" 'W've gone on a trip
l[ittle one."” 'Were to?"

"It doesn't nmatter right now. Hop out, sweetie. Your bath is ready and
then we have to get dressed.”

A dark dress she had never seen before lay at the base of her bed.
Rachel | ooked at the dress and then back at her father. 'Daddy, what's
the matter? Were's Momy?"

Sol rubbed his cheek. It was the third nmorning since the accident. It
was the day of the funeral. He had told her each of the preceding days
because he could not imagine lying to her then; it seened the ultinmate
betrayal - of both Sarai and Rachel. But hc did not think he could do it
again. 'There's been an accident, Rachel,' he said, his voice a pained
rasp. 'Monmy died.

We're going to go say goodbye to her today." Sol paused. He knew by now
that it would take a minute for the fact of her nother's death to becone
real for Rachel

On the first day he had not known if a four-year-old could truly
conprehend the concept of death. He knew now that Rachel coul d.

Later, as he held the sobbing child, Sol tried to understand the
acci dent he had described so briefly to her

EM/s were by far the safest form of personal transportation manki nd had
ever designed. Their lifters could fail but, even so, the residua
charge in the EM generators would allow the aircar to descend safely
fromany altitude. The basic, failsafe design of an EMW' s

col l'i si on-avoi dance equi pnent had not changed in centuries. But
everything failed. 1In this case it was a joy-riding teenage couple in a
stolen EWV outside the traffic |anes, accelerating to Mach 1.5 with al
lights and transponders off to avoid detection, who defied all odds by



colliding with Aunt Tetha's ancient Vikken as it descended toward the
Bussard City Opera House | anding apron. Besides Tetha and Sarai and the
teenagers, three others died in the crash as pieces of falling vehicles
cartwheel ed into the crowded atrium of the Opera House

itsel f.
Sar ai .

"WIl we ever see Monmmy agai n?" Rachel asked between sobs. She had
asked this each tine.

"I don't know, sweetheart,' responded Sol truthfully.

The funeral was at the fam |y cenetery in gates County on Barnard's
World. The press did not invade the graveyard itself but teeps hovered
beyond the trees and pressed against the black iron gate |like an angry
stormtide.

Ri chard wanted Sol and Rachel to stay a few days, but Sol knew what pain
woul d be inflicted on the quiet farmer if the press continued their
assault. Instead, he hugged Ri chard, spoke briefly to the clanoring
reporters beyond the fence, and fled to Hebron with a stunned and sil ent
Rachel in tow.

Newst eeps foll owed to New Jerusal em and then attenpted to follow to Dan,
but military police overrode their chartered EMWs, threw a dozen in jai
as an exanple, and revoked the farcaster visas of the rest.

In the evening Sol wal ked the ridge |lines above the village while Judy
wat ched his sleeping child. He found that his dialogue with God was
audi bl e now and he resisted the urge to shake his fist at the sky, to
shout obscenities, to throw stones. Instead he asked questions, always
ending with - Wy?

There was no answer. Hebron's sun set behind distant ridges and the
rocks glowed as they gave up their heat. Sol sat on a boul der and
rubbed his tenples with his pal ns.

Sar ai .

They had lived a full life, even with the tragedy of Rachel's ill ness
hangi ng over them It was too ironic that in Sarai's first hour of
rel axation with her sister... Sol npaned al oud.

The trap, of course, had been in their total absorption with Rache!'s
illness. Neither had been able to face the future beyond Rache!'s..
deat h? Di sappearance? The world had hi nged upon each day their child
lived and no thought had been given to the chance of accident, the
perverse antilogic of a sharp-edged universe. Sol was sure that Sara
had consi dered suicide just as he had, but neither of themcould ever
have abandoned the other. O Rachel. He had never considered the
possibility of being

al one with Rachel when..

Sar ai !



At that nonment Sol realized that the often angry dial ogue which his
peopl e had been having with God for so many nillennia had not ended wth

the death of O d Earth... nor with the new Diaspora... but continued
still. He and Rachel and Sarai had been part of it, were part of it
now. He let the pain cone. It filled himwi th the sharp-edged agony of
resol ve.

Sol stood on the ridge Iine and wept as darkness fell

In the nmorning he was next to Rachel's bed when sunlight filled the
room

' God norning, Daddy." ' Good norning, sweetheart." '\Were are we,
Daddy?"
"W've gone on a trip. It's a pretty place.”

"\Where's Momy?"

"She's with Aunt Tetha today."

"WIl we see her tonorrow?"

"Yes,' said Sol. 'Nowlet's get you dressed and |'l|l nake breakfast."
Sol began to petition the Church of the Shrike when Rachel turned three.
Travel to Hyperion was severely limted and access to the Time Tonbs had
become all but inpossible. Only the occasional Shrike Pilgrimge sent
people to that region

Rachel was sad that she had to be away from her

not her on her birthday but the visit of several children fromthe

ki bbutz distracted her a bit. Her big present was an illustrated book
of fairy tales which Sarai had picked out in New Jerusal em nont hs

bef ore.

SO01 read some of the stories to Rachel before bedtine.

It had been seven nonths since she could read any of the words herself.
But she loved the stories- especially 'Sleeping Beauty' - and nade her

father read it to her tw ce.

"I'"'mgonna show Mommy it when we get home,' she said through a yawn as
Sol turned out the overhead |ight.

' Good night, kiddo,' he said softly, pausing at the door.
' Hey, Daddy?"
" Yes?"

"Later, alligator."

" "While, crocodile."



Rachel giggled into her pillow

It was, Sol thought during the final two years, not so nuch different
fromwatching a loved one falling into old age. Only worse. A thousand
times worse.

Rachel's permanent teeth had fallen out over intervals between her
ei ghth and second birthdays. Baby teeth replaced them but by her
ei ghteenth nmonth hal f of these had receded into her jaw

Rachei's hair, always her one vanity, grew shorter and thinner. Her
face lost its famliar structure as baby fat obscured the cheekbones and
firmchin. Her coordination failed by degrees, noticeable at first in a
sudden cl unmsi ness as she handled a fork or pencil. On the day she could
no | onger wal k, Sol put her down in her crib early and then went into
his study to get thoroughly and quietly drunk

Language was the hardest for him Her vocabulary |oss was |ike the

burni ng of a bridge between them the severing of a final |ine of hope.
It was sonetine after her second birthday receded that Sol tucked her in
and, pausing in the doorway, said, ''Later, alligator."

" Huh?"

'See you later, alligator
Rachel si, | ed.

"You say- "In a while, crocodile,"” ' said Sol. He

told her what an alligator and crocodile were.
"In a while, 'acadile,' giggled Rachel
In the norning she had forgotten

Sol took Rachel with himas he travel ed the Web - no | onger caring about
t he newsteeps- petitioning the Shrike Church for pilgrimge rights,

| obbyi ng the Senate for a visa and access to forbi dden areas on
Hyperion, and visiting any research institute or clinic which m ght
offer a cure. Mnths were lost while nore nedics admitted failure. Wen
he fled back to Hebron, Rachel was fifteen standard nonths old; in the
ancient units used on Hebron she wei ghed twenty-five pounds and nmeasured
thirty inches tall. She could no |longer dress herself. Her vocabul ary
consi sted of twenty-five words, of which her favorites were ' Momy' and
' Daddy. "

SA loved carrying his daughter. There were tinmes when the curve of her
head agai nst his cheek, her warnth against his chest, the snmell of her
skin - all worked to allow himto forget the fierce injustice of it all
At those tines Sol would have been tenporarily at peace with the
universe if only Sarai had been there. As it was, there were tenporary
cease-fires in his angry dialogue with a God in Wom he did not believe.

What possi bl e reason can there be for this?

What reason has been visible for all of the forns of pain suffered by



humanki nd?

Preci sely, thought Sol, wondering if he had just won a point for the
first time. He doubted it.

The fact of a thing not being visible does not nmean it does not exist.

That's clumsy. It shouldn't take three negatives to nake a statemnent.
Especially to state something as nonprofound as that.

- Precisely, Sol. You're beginning to get the drift of al
t hi s.

- VWhat ?

There was no answer to his thoughts. Sol lay in his house and |istened
to the desert w nd bl ow

Rachel's last word was ' Manme, ' uttered when she was just over five
nont hs ol d.

She awoke in her crib and did not - could not - ask where she was. Her
wor |l d was one of nmealtinmes, naps, and toys. Sonetinmes when she cried
Sol wondered if she was crying for her nother.

Sol shopped in the snall stores in Dan, taking the infant with himas he
sel ected di apers, nursing paks, and the occasi onal new toy.

The week before Sol left for Tau Ceti Center, Ephraimand the two other
el ders cane to talk. It was evening and the fading |ight glowed on
Ephraim s bald scalp. 'Sol, we're worried about you. The next few
weeks will be hard. The wonmen want to help. W want to help."

Sol laid his hand on the older man's forearm 'It's appreciated,
Ephraim Everything the last few years is appreciated. This is our
home now, too. $arai would have... would have wanted ne to say thank
you. But we're leaving on Sunday. Rachel is going to get better."
The three men on the |long bench | ooked at one anot her

Avner said, 'They've found a cure?"

"No,' said Sol, "but |I've found a reason to hope." 'Hope is good,'
Robert said in cautious tones.

Sol grinned, his teeth white against the gray of his beard. 'It had
better be,' he said. 'Sonetimes it is all we're given."

The studio holo canmera zoomed in for a close-up of Rachel as the infant
sat cradled in Sol's armon the set of 'Comopn Talk." 'So you're
saying,' said Devon Wiiteshire, the show s host and the third-best-known
face in the Wb datasphere, 'that the Shrike Church's refusal to all ow
you to return to the Time Tonbs. ..

and the Hegenobny's tardiness in processing a visa..

these things will doomyour child to this... extinction?"



"Precisely,' said Sol. 'The voyage to Hyperion cannot be made in under
si x weeks. Rachel is now twelve weeks ol d.

Any further delay by either the Shrike Church or the Wb bureaucracy
will kill this child."

The studi o audience stirred. Devon Witeshire turned toward the nearest
i mging renote. His craggy, friendly visage filled the nonitor frane.
"This man doesn't know if he can save his child,' said Witeshire, his
voi ce powerful with subtle feeling, 'but all he asks is a chance. Do
you think he... and the baby... deserve one? |If so, access your

pl anetary representatives and your nearest Church of the Shrike tenple.
The nunber of your nearest tenple should be appearing now " He turned

back to Sol. 'W wi sh you luck, M Weintraub. And" - Witeshire's
| arge hand touched Rache!'s cheek - 'we w sh you Godspeed, our young
friend."

The nonitor image held on Rachel until it faded to bl ack

The Hawki ng effect caused nausea, vertigo, headache, and hal |l uci nati ons.
The first leg of the voyage was the ten-day transit to Parvati on the
Hegerony torchship HS I ntrepid.

Sol held Rachel and endured. They were the only people fully conscious
aboard the warship. At first Rachel cried, but after some hours she |ay
quietly in SO's arnms and stared up at himwth large, dark eyes. So
renmenbered the day she was born - the medics had taken tbe infant from
atop Sarai's warm stomach and handed her to Sol

Rachel's dark hair was not nmuch shorter then, her gaze no | ess profound.
Eventual Iy they slept from sheer exhausti on.

Sol dreaned that he was wandering through a structure with colums the
size of redwood trees and a ceiling lost to sight far above him Red
i ght bathed cool enptiness. Sol was surprised to find that he stil
carried Rachel in his arns.

Rachel as a child had never been in his dream before. The infant | ooked
up at himand Sol felt the contact of her consciousness as surely as if
she had spoken al oud.

Suddenly a different voice, i mense and cold, echoed through the void:

'Sol! Take your daughter, your only daughter Rachel, Womyou | ove, and
go to the world called Hyperion and offer her there as a burnt offering
at one of the places of which I shall tell you."

Sol hesitated and | ooked back to Rachel. The baby's eyes were deep and
| um nous as she | ooked up at her father. Sol felt the unspoken yes.
Hol di ng her tightly, he stepped forward into the darkness and raised his
voi ce agai nst the silence:

"Listen! There will be no nore offerings, neither child nor parent.
There will be no nore sacrifices for anyone other than our fell ow human.
The tine of obedi ence and atonenent is past."



Sol listened. He could feel the pounding of his heart and Rachel's
war nt h agai nst his arm From sonewhere hi gh above there canme the cold
sound of wi nd through unseen fissures. Sol cupped his hand to his nouth
and shout ed:

"That's all! Now either |eave us alone or join us as a father rather
than a receiver of sacrifices. You have the choice of Abraham'

Rachel stirred in his arnms as a runble grew out of the stone floor

Col ums vi brated. The red gl oom deepened and t hen wi nked out, |eaving
only darkness.

From far away there came the boom of huge footsteps.

Sol hugged Rachel to himas a violent wi nd roared past.

There was a glimer of light as both he and Rachel awoke on the HS
Intrepid outward bound for Parvati to transfer to the treeship
Yggdrasill for the planet Hyperion. Sol smiled at his seven-week-old
daught er.

She smi | ed back

It was her last and her first smile.

The main cabin of the wi ndwagon was silent when the old scholar finished
his story. Sol cleared his throat and took a drink of water froma
crystal goblet. Rachel slept on in the makeshift cradle of the open
drawer. The w ndwagon rocked gently on its way, the runble of the great
wheel and the hum of the mamin gyroscope a |u!ling background noi se.

"My God,' Brawne Lamia said softly. She started to speak again and then
nmerely shook her head.

Martin Silenus closed his eyes and said:

'Considering that, all hatred driven hence, The soul recovers radica
i nnocence

And learns at last that it is self-delighting, Self-appeasing,
sei f-affrighting,

And that its own sweet will is Heaven's will; She can, though every face
will scow

And every wi ndy quarter how
O every bellows burst, be happy still."

Sol Weintraub asked, 'WIIliam Butler Yeats?" Silenus nodded. ' "A
Prayer for My Daughter." '

"I think I"mgoing up on deck for a breath of air before turning in,’'
said the Consul. 'Wuld anyone care to join nme?"

Everyone did. The breeze of their passage was refreshing as the group



stood on the quarterdeck and watched the darkened Sea of Grass runble
by. The sky was a great, star-splashed bow above them scarred by
meteor trails. The sails and rigging creaked with a sound as old as
human travel .

"I think we should post guards tonight,' said Col onel Kassad. 'One
person on watch while the others sl eep

Two- hours intervals."

"I agree,' said the Consul. 'I'il take the first watch.” "In the
norni ng..." began Kassad.

"Look!" cried Father Hoyt.

They followed his pointing arm Between the bl aze of constellations,
colored fireballs flared- green, violet,

orange, green again- illum nating the great plain of grass around them
like flashes of heat lightning. The stars and neteor trails paled to
i nsi gni fi cance beside the sudden di spl ay.

' Expl osi ons?" ventured the priest.

' Space battle,' said Kassad. 'Cislunar. Fusion weapons." He went bel ow
qui ckly.

"The Tree,' said |-let Masteen, pointing to a speck of |ight which noved
among the explosions |ike an enber floating through a fireworks display.

Kassad returned with his powered binocul ars and handed them ar ound.

"Qusters?" asked Lamia. 'Is it the invasion?" 'Qusters, alnpst
certainly,' said Kassad. 'But alnpbst as certainly just a scouting raid.
See the clusters? Those are Hegenony nissiles being expl oded by the
Quster ranscouts' counterneasures.”

The binoculars cane to the Consul. The flashes were quite clear now, an
expandi ng cunul us of flame. He could see the speck and | ong blue tai
of at |least two scoutships fleeing fromthe Hegenony pursuers.

"I don't think..." began Kassad and then stopped as the ship and sails
and Sea of Grass glowed bright orange in reflected glare.

"Dear Christ,' whispered Father Hoyt. 'They've hit the treeship."

The Consult swept the glass left. The grow ng ninbus of flames could be
seen with the naked eye but in the binoculars the kilometer-1long trunk
and branch array of the Yggdrasiil was visible for an instant as it
burned and flared, long tendrils of flane arcing away into space as the
contai nnent fields failed and the oxygen burned.

The orange cl oud pul sed, faded, and fell back on itself as the trunk
became visible for a final second even as it gl owed and broke up I|ike
the last long enber in a dying fire. Nothing could have survived. The
treeship Yggdrasill with its crew and conpl enent of clones and

seni sentient erg drivers was dead.



The Consul turned toward Het Masteen and bel atedly held out the
bi noculars. 'I'mso ... sorry,' he whispered.

The tall Tenplar did not take the glasses. Slowy he | owered his gaze
fromthe skies, pulled forward his cow, and went bel ow w thout a word.

The death of the treeship was the final explosion.

When ten mnutes had passed and no nore flares had disturbed the night,
Brawne Lam a spoke. 'Do you think they got then®"

'The Qusters?" said Kassad. 'Probably not. The scoutships are built
for speed and defense. They're |light-m nutes away by now "

"Did they go after the treeship on purpose?" asked Silenus. The poet
sounded very sober.

"I think not,' said Kassad. 'Merely a target of opportunity.”

' Target of opportunity,' echoed Sol Wintraub. The schol ar shook his
head. 'I'mgoing to get a few hours' sleep before sunrise.”

One by one the others went below. \When only Kassad and the Consul were
left on deck, the Consul said, 'Were should | stand watch?"

"Make a circuit,' said the Colonel. 'Fromthe main corridor at the base
of the | adder you can see all of the stateroom doors and the entrance to
the ness and gall ey.

Cone above and check the gangway and decks. Keep the

lanterns lit. Do you have a weapon?"

The Consul shook his head.

Kassad handed over his deathwand. 'It's on tight beam - about half a
nmeter at ten neters' range. Don't use it unless you're sure that
there's an intruder.

The rough plate that slides forward is the safety.

It's on."

The Consul nodded, nmking sure that his finger stayed away fromthe
firing stud.

"VIl1 relieve you in two hours,' said Kassad. He checked his com og.
"It'll be sunrise before ny watch is over." Kassad | ooked at the sky as
if expecting the Yggdrasill to reappear and continue its firefly path
across the sky. Only the stars glowed back. On the northeastern

hori zon a novi ng mass of black prom sed a storm

Kassad shook his head. 'A waste,' he said and went bel ow.

The Consul stood there awhile and listened to the wind in the canvas,
the creek of rigging, and the runble of the wheel. After a while he



went to the railing and stared at darkness while he thought.
Fl VE

Sunrise over the Sea of Grass was a thing of beauty. The Consul watched
fromthe highest point on the aft deck

After his watch he had tried to sleep, given it up, and cone up onto
deck to watch the night fade into day. The stornfront had covered the
sky with [ow clouds and the rising sun lit the world with brilliant gold
reflected from above and bel ow. The w ndwagon's sails and |ines and
weat hered planks glowed in the brief benediction of light in the few

m nut es before the sun was bl ocked by the ceiling of clouds and col or
flowed out of the world once again. The wi nd which followed this
curtain closing was chill, as if it had bl own down fromthe snow peaks
of the Bridle Range just visible as a dark blur on the northeastern

hori zon.

Brawne Lamia and Martin Silenus joined the Consul on the aft deck, each
nursing a cup of coffee fromthe galley. The wi nd whi pped and tugged at
the rigging.

Brawne Lamia's thick mass of curls fluttered around her face |like a dark
ni nbus.

"Morning,' muttered Silenus, squinting out over his coffee cup at the
wi nd-ri ppl ed Sea of G ass.

'Good nmorning,' replied the Consul, amazed at how alert and refreshed he
felt for not having slept at all the night before. 'W have a headw nd,
but the wagon still seens to be making decent tine. We'll definitely be
to the nmountains before nightfall."

"Hrrgnn,' conmented Sil enus and buried his nose in the coffee cup

"1 didn't sleep at all last night,' said Brawne Lami a, 'just for
t hi nking about M Wintraub's story. '

"I don't think..." began the poet and then broke off

as Weintraub cane onto deck, his baby peering over the Iip of an infant
carrier sling on his chest.

' Good norning, everyone,' said Wintraub, |ooking around and taking a
deep breath. 'Mm brisk, isn't it?"

"Fucking freezing,' said Silenus. 'North of the nountains it'll be even
wor se. "

"I think "Il go down to get a jacket,' said Lam a, but before she could
nove there cane a single shrill cry fromthe deck bel ow.

' Bl ood!"

There was, indeed, bl ood everywhere. Het Masteen's cabin was strangely
neat - bed unslept in, travel trunk and other boxes stacked precisely in
one corner, robe folded over a chair - except for the bl ood which



covered great sections of the deck, bul khead, and overhead. The six
pilgrinms crowded just inside the entrance, reluctant to go farther in

"I was passing on nmy way to the upper deck,' said Father Hoyt, his voice
a strange nonotone. 'The door was slightly ajar. | caught a glinpse
of... the blood on the wall."

"Is it blood?" demanded Martin Sil enus.

Brawn. Lam a stepped into the room ran a hand through a thick snear on
t he bul khead, and raised her fingers to her lips. 'It's blood." She

| ooked around, wal ked to the wardrobe, |ooked briefly anong the enpty
shel ves and hangers, and then went to the small porthole.

It was |latched and bolted fromthe inside.

Lenar Hoyt | ooked nore ill than usual and staggered to a chair. 'Is he
dead t hen?"

"W don't know a damm thing except that Captain Masteen isn't in his
roomand a | ot of blood/s,' said Lamia. She w ped her hand on her pant
leg. 'The thing to do now is search the ship thoroughly."

"Precisely,' said Colonel Kassad, 'and if we do not find the Captain?"
Brawne Lam a opened the porthole. Fresh air dissipated the

sl aught erhouse snell of blood and brought in the runble of the wheel and
the rustle of grass under the hull. 'If we don't find Captain Msteen,'
she

said, 'then we assune that he either |left the ship under his own wll or
was taken off."

"But the blood..." began Father Hoyt.
'Doesn't prove anything,' finished Kassad.

"M Lanmia's correct. W don't know Masteen's bl ood type or genotype
Di d anyone see or hear anything?"

There was sil ence except for negative grunts and the shaki ng of heads.

Martin Silenus | ooked around. 'Don't you people recognize the work of
our friend the Shrike when you see it?"

"W don't know that,' snapped Lamia. 'Maybe sonmeone wanted us to think
that it was the Shrike's doing."

' That doesn't make sense,' said Hoyt, still gasping for air

"Nonet hel ess,' said Lamia, 'we'll search in twos. W has weapons
besi des nysel f?2."

'l do,' said Colonel Kassad. 'I| have extras if needed." 'No,' said
Hoyt .

The poet shook his head.



Sol Weintraub had returned to the corridor with his child. Now he
| ooked in again. 'l have nothing,' he said.

"No,"' said the Consul. He had returned the deat hwand to Kassad when his
shift ended two hours before first |ight.

"All right,' said Lanmia, 'the priest will cone with nme on the | ower
deck. Silenus, go with the Colonel. Search the md-deck. M

Wei ntraub, you and the Consul check everything above. Look for anything
out of the ordinary.

Any sign of struggle.”

'One question,' said Silenus.

" What ?"

"Who the hell elected you queen of the pronf"

"I"'ma private investigator,' said Lam a, |eveling her gaze on the poet.

Martin Silenus shrugged. 'Hoyt here is a priest of sone forgotten
religion. That doesn't mean we have to genufl ect when he says Mass."

"Al'l right,' sighed Brawne Lamia. 'I'll give you a better reason." The
woman nmoved so fast that the Consu

al nost nmissed the action in a blink. One second she was standing by the
open port and in the next she was half* way across the stateroom
lifting Martin Silenus off the deck with one arm her nassive hand
around the poet's thin neck. 'How about,' she said, 'that you do the

| ogi cal

thing because it's the logical thing to do?"

' Gkkrgghh,' nanaged Martin Silenus.

'Good,' said Lamia without enotion and dropped the poet to the deck
Si | enus staggered a neter and al nost sat on Fat her Hoyt.

'"Here,' said Kassad, returning with two snall neural stunners. He
handed one to Sol Wintraub. 'Wat do you have?" Kassad asked Lam a

The wonan reached into a pocket of her |oose tunic and produced an
anci ent pistol.

Kassad | ooked at the relic for a monment and then nodded. 'Stay with
your partner,' he said. 'Don't shoot at anything unless it's positively
identified and unquestionably threatening."

'That describes the bitch | plan to shoot,' said Silenus, stil
massagi ng his throat.

Brawne Lamia took a half step toward the poet.

Fedmahn Kassad said, 'Shut up. Let's get this over with." Silenus



foll owed the Col onel out of the stateroom

Sol Wi ntraub approached the Consul, handed himthe stunner. 'I don't
want to hold this thing with Rachel

Shal | we go up?"

The Consul took the weapon and nodded.

The wi ndwagon held no further sign of Tenplar Voice of the Tree Het
Mast een. After an hour of searching, the group net in the stateroom of

the m ssing man. The bl ood there seened darker and drier

'"I's there a chance that we m ssed sonet hi ng?" said Father Hoyt. ' Secret
passages? Hi dden conpartnments?”

'"There's a chance,' said Kassad, 'but | swept the ship with heat and
noti on sensors. |If there's anything else on board |arger than a nouse,
| can't find it."

"I'f you had these sensors,' said Silenus, 'why the fuck did you have us
craw i ng through bil ge and byways for an hour?"

' Because the right equiprment or apparel can hide a man froma
heat-' n'-beat search."

'"So, in answer to my question,' said Hoyt, pausing a second as a visible
wave of pain passed through him 'with the right equiprment or apparel
Captain Masteen might be hiding in a secret conpartnent somewhere."

' Possi bl e but inprobable,' said Brawne Lania. 'M guess is that he's no
| onger aboard."

"The Shrike,' said Martin Silenus in a disgusted tone.
It was not a question.

'Perhaps,' said Lamia. 'Colonel, you and the Consul were on watch
t hrough those four hours. Are you sure

that you heard and saw not hi ng?"
Bot h nmen nodded.

'"The ship was quiet,' said Kassad. 'I| would have heard a struggle even
before I went on watch."

"And | didn't sleep after my watch,' said the Consul
"My room shared a bul khead with Masteen's. | heard nothing."
"Well,' said Silenus, '"we've heard fromthe two nmen who were creeping

around in the dark with weapons when the poor shit was killed. They say
they' re innocent.

Next case!



"If Masteen was killed,' said Kassad, 'it was with no deathwand. No
sil ent nodern weapon | know throws that nuch bl ood around. There were
no gunshots heard -no bullet holes found- so | presune M Lania's
automatic pistol is not suspect. |If this is Captain Masteen's bl ood,
then I would guess an edged weapon was used."

'The Shrike/s an edged weapon,' said Martin Silenus.

Lam a nmoved to the small stack of luggage. 'Debating isn't going to
solve anything. Let's see if there's anything in Masteen's bel ongi ngs."

Fat her Hoyt raised a hesitant hand. 'That's... well, private, isn't
it? 1 don't think we have the right."

Brawne Lam a crossed her arns. 'Look, Father, if Masteen's dead, it
doesn't matter to him |If he's still alive, |ooking through this stuff
m ght give us sonme idea where he was taken. Either way, we have to try
to find a clue."

Hoyt | ooked dubi ous but nodded. In the end, there was little invasion
of privacy. Masteen's first trunk held only a few changes of |inen and
a copy of Miir's Book of Life. The second bag held a hundred separately
wr apped seedlings, flash-dried and nestled in noist soil

"Tenpl ars nmust plant at |least a hundred offspring of the Eternal Tree on
whatever. world they visit,' explained the Consul. 'The shoots rarely
take, but it's aritual."

Browne Lami a noved toward the |arge netal box which had sat at the
bottom of the pile.

"Don't touch that!" snapped the Consul
"Wy not ?"

"It's a Mobius cube,' responded Col onel Kassad for the Consul. 'A
car bon-carbon-shell set around a zero inpedance contai nnment field fol ded
back on itself."

'So?" said Lamia. ' MbX»ius cubes seal artifacts and stuff in. They
don't expl ode or anything."

"No,"' agreed the Consul, 'but what they contain may expl ode. My
al ready have expl oded, for that matter."

"A cube that size could hold a kiloton nuclear explosion in check as
long as it was boxed during the nanosecond of ignition,' added Fedmahn
Kassad.

Lam a scow ed at the trunk. 'Then how do we know that sonething in
there didn't kill Masteen?"

Kassad pointed to a faintly glowing green strip along the trunk's only
seam 'It's sealed. Once unseal ed, a Mdius cube has to be reactivated
at a place where containment fields can be generated. Watever's in
there didn't harm Captain Masteen."



"So there's no way to tell?" nused Lam a
"I have a good guess,' said the Consul

The others | ooked at him Rachel began to cry and Sol pulled a heating
strip on a nursing pak.

'Remenber,' said the Consul, 'at Edge yesterday when M Masteen nmade a
bi g deal out of the cube? He

tal ked about it as if it were a secret weapon?"
" A weapon?" said Lam a.
'"OfF course!" Kassad said suddenly. 'An erg!’

"Erg?" Martin Silenus stared at the small crate. 'I| thought ergs were
those forcefield critters that Tenplars use on their treeships.”

'"They are,' said the Consul. 'The things were found about three
centuries ago living on asteroids around Al debaran. Bodi es about as big
as a cat's spine, nostly a piezoelectric nervous system sheathed in
silicon gristle, but they feed on... and manipulate... forcefields as
| arge as those generated by small spinships.”

'So how do you get all that into such a little box?" asked Sil enus,
staring at the Mbius cube. 'Mrrors?"

"In a sense,' said Kassad. 'The thing's field would be danped ...
neither starving nor feeding. Rather |ike cryogenic fugue for us. Plus
this must be a small one. A cub, so to speak."

Lam a ran her hand al ong the metal sheath. 'Tenplars control these
t hi ngs? Conmmuni cate with thenP"

"Yes,' said Kassad. 'No one is quite sure how It's one of the
Br ot herhood secrets. But Het Masteen must have been confident that the
erg would help himwth..."

"The Shrike,' finished Martin Silenus. 'The Tenplar thought that this
energy inmp would be his secret weapon when he faced the Lord of Pain."
The poet | aughed.

Fat her Hoyt cleared his throat. 'The Church has accepted the Hegenony's
ruling that... these creatures -.. ergs... are not sentient beings..
and thus not candi dates for salvation."

"Ch, they're sentient, all right, Father,' said the Consul

' They perceive things far better than we could ever imagine. But if you
neant intelligent... self-aware..

then you're dealing with sonething along the lines of a smart
grasshopper. Are grasshoppers candi dates for sal vati on?"

Hoyt said nothing. Brawne Lam a said, 'Wll, evidently Captain Msteen
t hought this thing was going to be his salvation. Sonething went



wrong. " She | ooked around at the bl oodstai ned bul kheads and at the
drying stains on the deck. 'Let's get out of here."

The wi ndwagon tacked into increasingly strong winds as the storm
approached fromthe northeast. Ragged banners of clouds raced white
beneath the low, gray ceiling of stornfront. G asses whi pped and bent
under gusts of cold wind. Ripples of lightning illum nated the horizon

and were followed by rolls of thunder sounding |ike warning shots across
t he wi ndwagon's bow. The pilgrins watched in silence until the first
icy raindrops drove thembelow to the large stateroomin the stern

"This was in his robe pocket,' said Brawne Lami a, holding up a slip of
paper with the number $ on it.

'So Masteen would have told his story next,' nuttered the Consul

Martin Silenus tilted his chair until his back touched the tall w ndows.
Stormlight nade his satyr's features appear slightly denonic. 'There's
another possibility,' he said. 'Perhaps soneone who hasn't spoken yet
had the fifth spot and killed the Tenplar to trade places."

Lam a stared at the poet. 'That would have to be the

Consul or ne,' she said, her voice flat.
Si | enus shrugged.

Brawne Lami a pull ed anot her piece of paper fromher tunic. 'l have
nunber six. Wat would | have achieved? | go next anyway."

' Then perhaps it's what Masteen woul d have said that needed to be
silenced,' said the poet. He shrugged again.

"Personally, | think the Shrike has begun harvesting us.

Wiy did we think we'd be allowed to get to the Tonmbs when the thing's
been sl aughtering people hal fway fromhere to Keats?"

"This is different,' said Sol Weintraub. 'This is the

Shri ke Pil grinmge."

, S0?,

In the silence that foll owed, the Consul wal ked to the w ndows.

W nd-driven torrents of rain obscured the Sea and rattled the | eaded
panes. The wagon creaked and | eaned heavily to starboard as it began
another leg of its tack

"M Lania,' asked Col onel Kassad, 'do you want to tell your story now?"

Lam a fol ded her arnms and | ooked at the rain-streaked glass. 'No. Let's
wait until we get off this dammed ship. It stinks of death.”

The wi ndwagon reached the port of Pilgrins' Rest in mdafternoon but the
stormand tired light nade it fee



like late evening to the weary passengers. The Consul had expected
representatives fromthe Shrike Tenple to neet them here at the

begi nning of the penultimte stage of their journey but Pilgrins' Rest
appeared to the Consul to be as enpty as Edge had been

The approach to the foothills and the first sight of the Bridle Range
was as exciting as any !andfall and brought all six of the woul d-be
pilgrim on deck despite the cold rain which continued to fall. The
foothills were sere and sensuous, their brown curves and sudden

upt hrustings contrasting strongly with the verdant nmonochrone of the Sea
of Grass. The nine-thousand-neter peaks beyond were only hinted at by
gray and white planes soon intersected by |ow cl ouds, but even so
truncated were powerful to behold. The snow line came down to a point
just above the collection of burned-out hovels and cheap hotels which
had been Pilgrins' Rest.

"If they destroyed the trammay, we're finished,' nuttered the Consul
The thought of it, forbidden until now, nade his stomach turn over.

"I see the first five towers,' said Col onel Kassad, using

his powered gl asses. 'They seemintact."

"Any sign of a car?"

"No... wait, yes. There's one in the gate at the station platform"

" Any movi ng?" asked Martin Silenus, who obviously understood how
desperate their situation would be if the

trammay was not intact.
"No. "

The Consul shook his head. Even in the worst weather with no
passengers, the cars had been kept noving to keep the great cables
fl exed and free of ice.

The six of them had their |uggage on deck even before the w ndwagon
reefed its sails and extended a gangpl ank

Each now wore a heavy coat against the elenents - Kassad in FORCE-issue
t her nouf | age cape, Brawne Lamia in a |long garnent called a trenchcoat
for reasons long forgotten, Martin Silenus in thick furs which rippled
now sabl e, now gray with the vagaries of wi nd, Father Hoyt in |ong bl ack
whi ch made himnmore of a scarecrow figure than ever, Sol Wintraub in a
t hi ck

goosedown jacket which covered himand the child, and the Consul in the
t hi nning but serviceable greatcoat his wife had gi ven himsone decades
bef ore.

'What about Captain Masteen's things?" asked Sol as they stood at the
head of the gangpl ank. Kassad had gone ahead to reconnoiter the
vil | age.



"I brought themup,' said Lania. 'W'Ill take themwi th us.
"It doesn't seemright sonehow,' said Father Hoyt.

"Just going on, | mean. There should be sone... service.
Sone recognition that a man has died."

'May have died,' remnded Lania, easily lifting a forty-kilo backpack
wi t h one hand.

Hoyt | ooked incredulous. 'Do you really believe that M Masteen m ght
be alive?"

"No,"' said Lami a. Snowflakes settled on her black hair

Kassad waved to them fromthe end of the dock and they carried their
| uggage off the silent wi ndwagon. No one | ooked back

"Enpty?" called Lam a as they approached t he Col onel
The tall nan's cloak was still fading fromits gray
and bl ack chamel eon node.

"Enpty." ' Bodi es?"

"No,' said Kassad. He turned toward Sol and the Con sul. 'Did you get
the things fromthe galley?"

Bot h men nodded.

"What things?" asked Sil enus.

"A week's worth of food,' said Kassad, turning to | ook up the hil
toward the trammay station. For the first tine the Consul noticed the
| ong assault weapon in the crook of the Colonel's arm barely visible
under the cl oak.

"W're not sure if there are any provisions beyond this point."

WIIl we be alive a week fromnow? thought the Consul

He sai d not hing.

They ferried the gear to the station in two trips. Wnd whistled

t hrough the open wi ndows and shattered donmes of the dark buildings. On
the second trip, the Consul carried one end of Masteen's Mbi us cube
whi | e Lunar Hoyt puffed and panted under the other end.

"Way are we taking the erg thing with us?" gasped Hoyt as they reached
the base of the netal stairway |leading to the station. Rust streaked
and spotted the platformlike orange lichen.

"I don't know,' said the Consul, gasping for breath hinself.

Fromthe terminal platformthey could see far out over the Sea of G ass.



The wi ndwagon sat where they had left it, sails reefed, a dark and
lifeless thing. Snow squalls nmoved across the prairie and gave the
illusion of whitecaps on the nunberless stal ks of high grass.

"CGet the material aboard,' called Kassad. 'I'11l see if the running gear
can be reset fromthe operator's cabin up there."

"Isn't it autommtic?" asked Martin Silenus, his small head al nbst | ost
in thick furs. 'Like the wi ndwagon?"

"I don't think so,' said Kassad. '"Go on, |I'lIl see if | can get it
started up."

"What if it | eaves without you?" called Lamia at the Col onel's
retreating back.

"It won't."

The interior of the trancar was cold and bare except for metal benches
in the forward conmpartnment and a dozen rough bunks in the smaller, rear
area. The car was big -at |least eight neters long by five wide. The
rear conpartnment was partitioned fromthe front cabin by a thin netal
bul khead with an opening but no door. A small conmpde took up a

cl oset-sized corner of this aft compartnent.

W ndows rising fromwaist height to the roof-line |ined the forward
conpart nent.

The pilgrinms heaped their luggage in the center of the wi de floor and
stonped around, waved their arns, or otherw se worked to stay warm
Martin Silenus lay full |ength on one of the benches, with only his feet
and the top of his head energing fromfur. '1 forgot,' he said, 'how
the fuck do you turn on the heat in this thing?"

The Consul glanced at the dark lighting panels. 'It's electrical. It'lI
cone on when the Col onel gets us noving."

"If the Colonel gets us noving,' said Silenus.

Sol Weintraub had changed Rachei's diaper. Now he bundl ed her up again
in an infant's thernsuit and rocked her in his arns. 'GObviously |'ve
never been here before,"’

he said. 'Both of you gentlenen have?"

'Yeah,' said the poet.

"No,' said the Consul. 'But |I've seen pictures of the tramway."

'Kassad said he returned to Keats once this way,' called Brawne Lam a
fromthe other room

"I think ..." began Sol Wintraub and was interrupted by a great
grinding of gears and a wild lurch as the long car rocked sickeningly
and then swung forward under the suddenly noving cable. Everyone rushed
to the wi ndow on the platform side.



Kassad had thrown his gear aboard before clinbing the long | adder to the
operator's cabin. Now he appeared in the cabin's doorway, slid down the
I ong | adder, and ran toward the car. The car was al ready passing beyond
the | oading area of the platform

"He isn't going to make it,' whispered Father Hoyt.

Kassad sprinted the last ten neters with | egs that |ooked inmpossibly
long, a cartoon stick figure of a mall

The tranctar slid out of the | oading notch, swng free of the station
Space opened between the car and the station. It was eight neters to
the rocks below. The platformdeck was streaked with ice. Kassad ran
full speed ahead even as the car pulled away.

'"Conme on!" screaned Brawne Lamia. The others picked up the cry.

The Consul | ooked up at sheaths of ice cracking and dropping away from
the cable as the trancar noved up and forward. He | ooked back. There
was too nmuch space. Kassad could never nake it.

Fedmahn Kassad was noving at an incredi bl e speed when he reached the
edge of the platform The Consul was rem nded for the second tine of
the O d Earth jaguar he had seen in a Lusus zoo. He half expected to
see the Colone!'s feet slip on a patch of ice, the long legs flying out
hori zontal, the man failing silently to the snowy boul ders bel ow.

I nst ead, Kassad seened to fly for

an endl ess nmonment, |ong arnms extended, cape flying out behind. He
di sappeared behind the car

There canme a thud, followed by a | ong m nute when no one spoke or noved.
They were forty nmeters high now, clinmbing toward the first tower. A
second | ater Kassad becane visible at the corner of the car, pulling

hi nsel f along a series of icy niches and handholds in the netal.

Brawne Lami a flung open the cabin door. Ten hands hel ped pull Kassad
i nsi de.

' Thank God,' said Father Hoyt.
The Col onel took a deep breath and smiled grimy.

"There was a dead man's brake. | had to rig the lever with a sandbag.
didn't want to bring the car back for a second try."

Martin Silenus pointed to the rapidly approachi ng support tower and the
ceiling of clouds just beyond. The cable stretched upward into
oblivion. 'I guess we're

crossi ng the nountai ns now whether we want to or not."
t he crossing?" asked Hoyt.

'"How | ong to nmake

"Twel ve hours. A little |less perhaps. Sonetines the operators would
stop the cars if the wind rose too high or the ice got too bad."

"W won't be stopping on this trip,' said Kassad.



"Unl ess the cable's breached somewhere,’ said the poet. 'O we hit a
snag. "

"Shut up,' said Lama. 'Wo's interested in heating sone dinner?"
'Look,"' said the Consul

They noved to the forward wi ndows. The tramrose a hundred meters above
the last brown curve of foothills.

Ki | ometers bel ow and behi nd they caught a final glinpse of the station,
t he haunted hovels of Pilgrims' Rest, and the notionless w ndwagon.

Then snow and thick cloud envel oped them

The tranctar had no real cooking facilities but the aft bul khead offered
a cold box and a m crowave for reheating. Lamia and Wi ntraub conbi ned
various neats and vegetables fromthe w ndwagon's galley to produce a
passabl e stew. Martin Silenus had brought along wine bottles fromthe
Benares and the w ndwagon

and he chose a Hyperion burgundy to go with the stew

They were nearly finished with their dinner when the gl oom pressing
agai nst the wi ndows |ightened and then |ifted altogether. The Consu
turned on his bench to see the sun suddenly reappear, filling the
trancar with a transcendent golden |ight.

There was a collective sigh fromthe group. It had seened that darkness
had fallen hours before, but now, as they rose above a sea of clouds
fromwhi ch rose an island chain of nobuntains, they were treated to a
brilliant sunset. Hyperion's sky had deepened fromits daytinme gl aucous
glare to the bottom ess lapis lazuli of evening while a red-gold sun
ignited cloud towers and great summts of ice and rock. The Consu

| ooked around. His fellow pilgrinms, who had seened gray and small in
the dimlight of half a mnute earlier, now glowed in the gold of
sunset .

Martin Silenus raised his glass. 'That's better, by God."

The Consul | ooked up at their Iine of travel, the nassive cable

dwi ndling to threadlike thinness far ahead and then to nothing at all
On a sunmit several kilometers beyond, gold light glinted on the next
support tower.

'One hundred and ninety-two pylons,' said Silenus in a singsong tour
gui de's bored tones. 'Each pylon is constructed of duralloy and
whi skered carbon and stands eighty-three meters high."

"W nust be high,' said Brawne Lamia in a | ow voi ce.

' The high point of the ninety-six-kiloneter trancar voyage |ies above
the sunmit of Mount Dryden, the fifth highest peak in the Bridl e Range,
at nine thousand two hundred forty-six nmeters,' droned on Martin

Si | enus.



Col onel Kassad | ooked around. 'The cabin's pressur ized. | felt the
change-over sone tinme ago."

'Look,' said Brawne Lam a

The sun had been resting on the horizon line of clouds for a |ong
nonent. Now it di pped below, seemingly igniting the depths of storm
cloud from beneath and casting a panoply of colors along the entire
western edge of the world. Snhow cornices and gl aze ice still gl owed
al ong the western side of the peaks, which rose a

kil ometer or nore above the rising trancar. A few brighter stars
appeared in the deepeni ng done of sky.

The Consul turned to Brawne Lamia. 'Wiy don't you tell your story now,
M Lamia? W'Ill want to sleep later, before arriving at the Keep."
Lam a sipped the last of her wine. 'Does everyone want to hear it now?"

Heads nodded in the roseate twilight. Martin Silenus shrugged.

"All right,' said Brawne Lami a. She set down her enpty glass, pulled
her feet up on the bench so that her el bows rested on her knees, and
began her tale.

THE DETECTI VE'S TALE: The Long Good- Bye

| knew the case was going to be special the mnute that he wal ked into
nmy office. He was beautiful. By that | don't nean effemi nate or
"pretty' in the nal e-nodel, HTV-star node, nerely... beautiful

He was a short nman, no taller than I, and | was born and raised in
Lusus's 1.3-g field. It was apparent in a second that my visitor was
not from Lusus - his conpact formwas well proportioned by Wb
standards, athletic but thin. H's face was a study in purposefu
energy: |ow brow, sharp cheekbones, conpact nose, solid jaw, and a wi de
nout h that suggested both a sensuous side and a stubborn streak. His
eyes were | arge and hazel -col ored.

He | ooked to be in his late twenties standard.

Understand, | didn't itemize all this the nmonent he walked in. M first
t hought was, Is this a client? M

second thought was, Shit, this guy'$ beautiful
"M Lanmi a?" 'Yeah."

"M Brawne Lamia of AllWb Investigations?" 'Yeah."

He | ooked around as if he didn't quite believe it. | understood the
look. M office is on the twenty-third |Ievel of an old industrial hive
inthe Ad Digs section of Iron Pig on Lusus. | have three big w ndows
t hat | ook

out on Service Trench 9 where it's always dark and al ways drizzling
thanks to a massive filter drip fromthe H ve above. The viewis nostly



of abandoned aut onmated | oadi ng docks and rusted girders.

VWhat the hell, it's cheap. And nobst of ny clients call rather than show
up i n person.

"May | sit down?" he asked, evidently satisfied that a bona fide
i nvestigatory agency woul d operate out of such a slum

"Sure,' | said and waved himto a chair. 'M.. ah?" 'Johnny,' he said
He didn't look like a first-name type to ne. Something about him

breat hed money. It wasn't his clothes - combn enough casuals in black
and gray, although the fabric was better than average - it was just a
sense that the guy had class. There was sonething about his accent.

" mgood at placing dialects- it helps in this profession - but |
couldn't place this guy's homeworld, much |less |ocal region

"How can | hel p you, Johnny?" | held out the bottle of Scotch | had been
ready to put away as he entered.

Johnny-boy shook his head. Maybe he thought 1 wanted himto drink from

the bottle. Hell, |I have nore class than that. There are paper cups
over by the water cooler. 'M Lamia,' he said, the cultivated accent
stil

bugging me by its elusiveness, '|I need an investigator." 'That's what |
do."

He paused. Shy. A lot of nmy clients are hesitant to tell me what the
job is. No wonder, since ninety-five percent of ny work is divorce and
donestic stuff. | waited himout.

'"It's a sonewhat sensitive matter,' he said at |ast.

"Yeah, M. . . ah, Johnny, nobst of ny work falls under that category.
I'"'m bonded with Uni Wb and everything having to do with a client falls
under the Privacy Protection Act. Everything is confidential, even the
fact that we're talking now Even if you decide not to hire ne." That
was basic bullshit since the authorities could get at ny files in a
nonent if they ever wanted to, but | sensed that | had to put this guy
at ease sonehow.

Cod, he was beautiful.

"Uh- huh,' he said and gl anced around again. He |eaned forward. 'M
Lam a, | would want you to investigate a nurder."

This got ny attention. |'d been reclining with ny feet on the desk; now
| sat up and | eaned forward. 'A nmur der? Are you sure? Wat about the
cops?"

'They aren't involved."
"That's not possible,' | said with the sinking feeling that | was

dealing with a loony rather than a client. 'It's a crinme to conceal a
nurder fromthe authorities.” What | thought was: Are you the nurderer



Johnny?
He smiled and shook his head. 'Not in this case." 'Wat do you mean?"

"1l mean, M Lamia, that a nurder was comitted but that the police-
| ocal and Hegenony- have neither know edge of it nor jurisdiction over
it."

'Not possible,' | said again. Qutside, sparks froman industria
wel der's torch cascaded into the trench along with the rusty drizzle.
"Explain."

"A murder was comm tted outside of the Web. CQutside of the
Protectorate. There were no |ocal authorities."”

That made sense. Sort of. For the |life of nme, though, | couldn't
figure where he was tal king about. Even the Qutback settlenments and

col oni al worlds have cops. On board some sort of spaceship? Uh-uh. The
Interstellar Transit Authority has jurisdiction there.

'l see," | said. It'd been some weeks since |'d had a case. 'Al
right, tell nme the details."

"And the conversation will be confidential even if you

do not take the case?"

" Absol utely."

"And if you do take the case, you will report only to ne?"
"Of course.”

My prospective client hesitated, rubbing his fingers against his chin.
Hi s hands were exquisite. "All right,' he said at |ast.

"Start at the beginning,' 1 said. 'Wuo was nurdered?"

Johnny sat up straight, an attentive school boy. There was no doubting
his sincerity. He said, 'l was."

It took ten minutes to get the story out of him Wen he was finished,
I no longer thought he was crazy. | was. O | would be if | took the
j ob.

Johnny - his real name was a code of digits, letters, and cipher bands
| onger than ny arm- was a cybrid.

I'd heard about cybrids. Wo hasn't? | once accused ny first husband
of being one. But | never expected to be sitting in the sane roomw th
one. O to find it so damed attractive.

Johnny was an Al. Hi s consciousness or ego or whatever you want to cal
it floated sonewhere in the negadat asphere datunpl ane of TechnoCore.

Li ke everyone el se except naybe the current Senate CEO or the Al's'

gar bage renovers, | had no idea where the TechnoCore was. The Als had
peaceful |y seceded from hunan control nore than three centuries ago -



before ny time- and while they continued to serve the Hegenony as allies
by advising the All Thing, nonitoring the dataspheres, occasionally
using their predictive abilities to help us avoid mjor mstakes or
natural disasters, the TechnoCore generally went about its own

i ndeci pherabl e and di stinctly nonhuman busi ness in privacy.

Fair enough, it seened to ne.

Usual ly Al's do business with humans and human machi nes via the

dat asphere. They can manufacture an interactive holo if they need to -
I renmenbered during the Maui-Covenant incorporation, the TechnoCore
anbassadors at the treaty signing | ooked suspiciously like the old holo
star Tyrone Bat hwaite.

Cybrids are a whole different natter. Tailored from human genetic
stock, they are far nore human in appearance and outward behavi or than
androids are allowed to be. Agreenents between the TechnoCore and the
Hegermony all ow only a handful of cybrids to be in existence.

| 1 ooked at Johnny. Foman Al's perspective, the beautiful body and
intriguing personality sitting across the desk fromne nust be nerely
anot her appendage, a renote, somewhat nore conpl ex but otherw se no nore
i mportant than any one of ten thousand such sensors, manipul ators,

aut onomous units, or other renotes that an Al might use in a day's work.
Di scardi ng ' Johnny' probably would create no nore concern in an Al than
clip ping a fingernail would bother ne.

VWhat a waste, | thought.

"A cybrid," | said.
"Yes. Licensed. | have a Wrldweb user's visa."
"Good,' | heard nyself say. 'And soneone... nurdered your cybrid and

you want nme to f'nd out who?"

'"No,' said the young man. He had brownish-red curls.

Li ke his accent, the hairstyle eluded me. It seened archai c sonehow,
but | had seen it sonewhere. 'It was not nerely

this body that was nurdered. M assailant nurdered nme." 'You?" 'Yes."
"You as in the... ah... Al itself?."

"Precisely."

| didn't get it. Als can't die. Not as far as anyone in the Wb knew.
"I don't get it,' | said.

Johnny nodded, 'Unlike a hunman personality which can . . . | believe
the consensus is . . . be destroyed at death, my own consci ousness
cannot be terni nated.

There was, however, as a result of the assault, an..

interruption. Although | possessed... ah... shall we say duplicate



recordi ngs of nmenories, personality, et cetera, there was a | oss. Sone
data were destroyed in the attack. 1In that sense, the assail ant
committed rurder.”

"I see," | lied. | took a breath. 'Wat about the Al authorities ...
if there are such things ... or the Hegenobny cybercops? Wuldn't they
be the ones to go tO?"

' For personal reasons,' said the attractive young man whom | was trying
to see as a cybrid, 'it is inportant - even necessary - that | do not
consult these sources."

| raised an eyebrow. This sounded nore |ike one of ny regular clients.

"I assure you,' he said, '"it is nothing illegal. Nor unethical. Merely
enbarrassing to ne on a level which I cannot explain."

| folded my arnms across ny chest. 'Look, Johnny.

This is a pretty half-assed story. | nean, | only have your word that
you're a cybrid. You mght be a scamartist for all | know"

He | ooked surprised. 'I had not thought of that. How would you |ike ne
to show you that I amwhat | say | an®"

| did not hesitate a second. 'Transfer a mllion narks to my checking
account in TransWeb,' | said.

Johnny smiled. At the same instant my phone rang and the inmage of a
harried man with the TransWeb code bl ock fl oating behind himsaid,
'Excuse ne, M Lamia, but we wondered with a... ah... deposit of this
size if you would be interested in investigating our |ong-term savings
options or our nutual assured market possibilities?"

"Later,' | said.

The bank nanager nodded and vani shed.

' That coul d' ve been a simulation,' | said.

Johnny's snile was pleasant. 'Yes, but even that

woul d be a satisfactory denonstration, would it not?" 'Not necessarily."

He shrugged. 'Assunming | amwhat | say | am will you take the case?"

"Yeah." | sighed. 'One thing though. M fee isn't a nmllion narks. |
get five hundred a day plus expenses."

The cybrid nodded. 'Does that nean you will take the case?"
| stood up, put on ny hat, and pulled an old coat froma rack by the
wi ndow. | bent over the | ower desk drawer, snoothly sliding ny father's

pistol into a coat pocket.

"Let's go,' | said.



"Yes,' said Johnny. 'Go where?"
"I want to see where you were nurdered."

Stereotype has it' that sonmeone born on Lusus hates to | eave the Hive
and suffers frominstant agoraphobia if we visit anything nore open to
the elements that a shopping mall. The truth of it is, nbst of ny
busi ness comes from... and leads to ... offworld. Skiptracing
deadbeat s who use the farcaster system and a change of

identity to try to start over. Finding philandering spouses who think
rendezvousing on a different planet will keep them safe from di scovery.
Tracki ng down missing kids and absent parents.

Still, 1 was surprised to the point of hesitating a second when we

st epped through the Iron Pig Concourse far-caster onto an enpty stone

pl at eau which seenmed to stretch to infinity. Except for the bronze
rectangl e of the farcaster portal behind us, there was no sign of
civilization anywhere. The air snelled like rotten eggs. The sky was a
yel | ow brown caul dron of sick-1ooking cl ouds.

The ground around us was gray and scal ed and held no visible life, not
even lichen. | had no idea how far away the horizon really was, but we
felt high and it | ooked far, and there was no hint of trees, shrubs, or
animal life in the distance either.

"Where the hell are we?" | asked. | had been sure that | knew all of
the worlds in the Wb.

' Madhya,' said Johnny, pronouncing it sonmething |ike ' Midye."

"I never heard of it,'" | said, putting one hand in ny pocket and findi ng
t he pearl-handled grip of Dad's automatic.

"It's not officially in the Wb yet,' said the cybrid.
"Officially it's a colony of Parvati. But it's only light-m nutes from
t he FORCE base there and the farcaster connections have been set up

bef ore Madhya joins the Protectorate.™

| looked at the desolation. The hydrogen-sul fide stench was naki ng ne
ill and I was afraid it was going to ruin ny suit. 'Colonies? Nearby?"

"No. There are several snall cities on the other side of the planet.”
"What's the nearest inhabited area?"
"N.nda Devi. A town of about three hundred peopl e.

It's nore than two thousand kil oneters to the south.” 'Then why put a
farcaster portal here?"

"Potential mining sites,' said Johnny. He gestured toward the gray
pl ateau. 'Heavy metals. The consortium authorized over a hundred
farcaster portals in this hem sphere for easy access once the

devel opnent began. "



"Ckay,' ! said. 'It's a good place for a nurder. Wy'd you cone
her e?"

"1 don't know. It was part of the nmenory section lost." 'Wo'd you
cone with?" 'l don't know that either."” 'Wat do you know?"

The young man put his graceful hands in his pockets.

"\Whoever... whatever... attacked me used a type of

weapon known in the Core as an AIDS Il virus." 'Wat'sthat?"

"AIDS Il was a human pl ague di sease back | ong before the Hegira,' said
Johnny." 1t disabled the i mune system

This... wvirus... worksthesanewith anal. Inlessthana second it
infiltrates security systens and turns |ethal phagocyte prograns agai nst
the host... against the Al itself. Against nme."

"So you couldn't have contracted this virus naturally?" Johnny sm |l ed.
"Inpossible. |?s conparable to asking a shooting victimif he mght not
have fallen on the bullets."

| shrugged." Look, if you want a datummet or Al expert, you've come to
the wong woman. O her than accessing the sphere like twenty billion

ot her chunps, | know zilch about the ghost world." | used the old term
to see if it would get a rise out of him

"I know,' said Johnny, still equable. 'That's not what | want you to
do."

"What do you want ne to do?"
"Find out who brought ne here and killed ne. And why."
"All right. Wy do you think this is where the murder took place?"

'Because this is where | regained control of my cybrid when | was...
reconstituted."

"You nmean your cybrid was incapacitated while the
virus destroyed you?"

"Yes."

"And how |l ong did that |ast?"

"My death? Alnpst a minute before ny reserve persona could be
activated."

| laughed. | couldn't help nyself.
"What is amusing, M Lam a?"

"Your concept of death,' | said.



The hazel eyes | ooked sad. 'Perhaps it is anmusing to you, but you have
no i dea what a mnute of... disconnection..

nmeans to an el ement of the TechnoCore.
It is eons of time and information. M Il ennia of non-comrunication."”

'Yeah,' | said, able to hold back my own tears w thout too nuch effort.
'So what did your body, your cybrid do

whi | e you were changi ng personae tapes or whatever?" '1 presunme it was
comat ose. "

"It can't handle itself autononously?"

'Ch, yes, but not when there's a general systens failure."

'So where did you cone to?"

' Pardon nme?"

"When you reactivated the cybrid, where was it?" Johnny nodded in
understandi ng. He pointed to a boulder less than five neters fromthe
farcaster. 'Lying there."

"Ch this side or the other side?"

' The ot her side."

I went over and exami ned the spot. No blood. No notes. No nurder
weapons |eft |ying about. Not even a footprint or indication that
Johnny's body had lain there for that eternity of a minute. A police
forensics team m ght have read volunes into the mcroscopic and biotic
clues left there, but all | could see was hard rock

"I'f your nenory's really gone,' | said, 'how do you

know soneone el se canme here with you?"

'l accessed the farcaster records."

"Did you bother to check the mystery person or person's nane on the
uni versal card charge?"

"W both farcast on ny card,' said Johnny.
"Just one other person?" 'Yes."

| nodded. Farcaster records would solve every inter-world crime if the
portals were true teleportation; the transport data record could have

re-created the subject down to the last gramand follicle. Instead, a
farcaster essentially is just a crude hole ripped in space/tine by a
phased singularity. |If the farcaster crimnal doesn't use

his or her own card, the only data we get are origination and
desti nati on.



"Where'd you two farcast fron?" | asked

"Tau Ceti Center."

' You have the portal code?"

"OF course.”

"Let's go there and finish this conversation,' | said.
"This place stinks to high heaven."

TC, the age-old nicknane for Tau Ceti Center, is certainly the nost

crowmded world in the Web. Besides its population of five billion people
scrabbling for roomon less than half the land area of Od Earth, it has
an orbital ring ecology that is home for half a billion nmore. In

addition to being the capital of the Hegenony and honme of the Senate,
TC2 is the business nexus for Webtrade.

Natural ly the portal nunber Johnny had found brought us to a
si x-hundred-portal ternminex in one of the biggest spires in New London
one of the oldest and |largest city sections.

"Hell," | said, 'let's get a drink."

There was a choice of bars near the termnex and | picked one that was
relatively quiet: a simulated 'ship's tavern, dark, cool, with plenty of
fake wood and brass. | ordered a beer. | never drink the hard stuff or
use Fl ashback when on a case. Sonetimes | think that need for

sel f-discipline is what keeps nme in the business.

Johnny al so ordered a beer, a dark, German brew bottled on Renai ssance
Vector. | found nysel f wondering what vices a cybrid mght have.
sai d:

"What else did you find out before coming to see me?" The young nan
opened his hands. ' Nothing."

"Shit," | said reverently. 'This is a joke. Wth all the powers of an
Al at your disposal, you can't trace your cybrid' s whereabouts and
actions for a few days prior to your... accident?"

"No." Johnny sipped his beer. 'Rather, | could but there are inportant
reasons why I. do not want ny fellow Als to find nme investigating."

' You suspect one of then®?"

I nstead of answering, Johnny handed me a flinsy of his universal card
purchases. 'The bl ackout caused by ny nurder left five standard days
unaccounted for.

Here are the card charges for that tine."

"I thought you said you were only di sconnected for a minute."

Johnny scratched his cheek with one finger. 'l was lucky to |ose only
five days' worth of data,' he said



I waved over the human waiter and ordered another beer. 'Look,' | said,

"Johnny... whoever you are, VII never be able to get an angle on this
case unless | know nore about you and your situation. Wy would soneone
want to kill you if they know you'll be reconstituted or whatever the
hel I it is?"

'l see two possible notives,' said Johnny over his beer

| nodded. 'One would be to create just the nenory | oss they succeeded
in getting,'" | said. 'That would suggest that, whatever it was they
wanted you to forget, it'd occurred or conme to your attention in the
past week or so. What's the second notive?"

"To send ne a nessage,' said Johnny. '1 just don't know what it is. O
from whom "

'Do you know who would want to kill you?"

"No. "

'"No guesses at all?"
' None. "

'"Most murders,' | said, 'are acts of sudden, mndless rage comitted by
soneone the victimknows well

Famly. A friend or lover. A nmpjority of the premeditated ones are
usual ly carried out by someone close to the victim"

Johnny said nothing. There was sonething about his face that | found
incredibly attractive - a sort of masculine strength conbined with a
fem ni ne sense of awareness.

Perhaps it was the eyes.

"Do Als have fanmilies?" | asked. 'Feuds? Squabbles?

Lovers' spats?”

"No." He smled slightly. 'There are quasi-fanmly arrangenments, but

t hey share none of the requirenents of enotion or responsibility that

human fam lies exhibit.

Al "famlies" are primarily convenient code groups for show ng where
certain processing trends originated."

350.
'So you don't think another Al attacked you?"

"It's possible." Johnny rotated his glass in his hands. 'l just do not
see why they would attack me through nmy cybrid."

' Easi er access?"



"Perhaps- But it conplicates things for the assail ant.

An attack in datunplane woul d have been infinitely nore lethal. Also,
do fail to see any notive for another Al. It nakes no sense. |'ma
threat to no one."

"Way do you have a cybrid, Johnny? Maybe if | understood your role in
things, | could get a notive:'

He picked up a pretzel and played with it. 'l have a cybrid... in sone
ways | ama cybrid, because ny...

function... 1is to observe and react to human beings. |In a sense, | was
human once nysel f."

I frowned and shook my head. So far nothing he'd said had nade sense-
"You' ve heard of personality retrieval projects?" he asked.

"No. "

"A standard year ago, when the FORCE sins re-created the personality of
CGeneral Horace d ennon-Height to see what made himsuch a brilliant
general? It was in al

the news:'

'Yeah. "

"Wll, I am.. or was... an earlier and nuch nore conplicated
retrieval project. M core persona was based on a pre-Hegira A d Earth
poet. Ancient. Born |late eighteenth century O d Cal endar."

"How the hell can they reconstruct a personality that lost in tine?"

"Witings,' said Johnny- 'Hs letters. Diaries. Critical biographies.
Testinmony of friends. But nostly through his verse. The simre-creates
t he environnent, plugs in the known factors, and works backward fromthe
creative products. Voild - a persona core. Crude at first but, by the
time | cane into being, relatively refined. Qur first attenpt was a
twentieth-century poet named Ezra Pound. Qur persona was opinionated to
the point of absurdity, prejudiced beyond rationality, and functionally
insane. It took a year of tinkering before we

di scovered that the persona was accurate; it was the man who had been
nuts. A genius but nuts

"And then what?" | said. 'They build your personality around a dead
poet. Then what ?"

"This beconmes the tenplate upon which the Al is grown,' said Johnny.
'"The cybrid allows me to carry out

nmy role in the datunplane community."

" As poet ?"



Johnny smiled again. 'More as poem' he said.
" A poenf"
"An ongoing work of art... but not in the human sense- A puzzle

perhaps. A variable enigm which occasionally offers unusual insights
into nore serious |ines of analysis."

"I don't get it,' | said.

"It probably does not matter. | very nuch doubt if ny

- purpose... was the cause of the assault-' 'Wat do you think
was the cause?" 'l have no idea."

| felt us closing a circle. "Al right," I said. '"I"11 try to find out

what you were doing and who you were with during these lost five days.
Is there anything besides the credit flinmsy that you can think of to
hel p?"

Johnny shook his head. 'You know, of course, why it is inportant for ne
to know the identity and notive of ny assail ant?"

"Sure,' | said, 'they mght try it again."
"Precisely."

"How can | get hold of you if |I need to?" Johnny passed ne an access
chi p.

"A secure line?" ! said.
" Very. '
"Ckay,' | said, '"I'11l get back to you if and when | get sone

i nformation."

We noved out of the bar and toward the term nex. He was novi ng away
when | took three quick steps and grabbed his arm It was the first
time that | had touched him 'Johnny. Wat's the nane of the Od Earth
poet

they resurrected...”

"Retrieved. "

"Whatever. The one they built your Al persona on?"

The attractive cybrid hesitated. 1 noticed that his eyel ashes were very
long. 'How can it be inportant?" he asked.

"Who knows what's inportant?"

He nodded. 'Keats,' he said. 'Born in A D 1795. Died of
tuberculosis in 1821. John Keats."

Fol | owi ng soneone t hrough a series of farcaster changes is dam near



i npossi ble. Especially if you want to remain undetected. The Wb cops
can do it, given about fifty agents assigned to the task, plus sone
exotic and dammed expensive high-tech toys, not to nention the
cooperation of the Transit Authority. For a solo, the task is al nost

i mpossi bl e.

Still, it was fairly inportant for ne to see where ny new client was
headed.
Johnny did not | ook back as he crossed the term nex plaza. | noved to a

near by ki osk and wat ched through ny pocket-sized i mager as he punched
codes on a manual diskey, inserted his card, and stepped through the
gl owi ng rectangl e.

The use of the mamnual di skey probably nmeant that he was headed for a
general access portal since private 'caster codes are usually inprinted
on eyes-only chi ps.

Great. 1'd narrowed his destination down to approximately two mllion
portals on a hundred and fifty-sone Wb worlds and hal f that many noons.

Wth one hand | pulled the red 'Iining" out of ny overcoat while | hit
replay on the imger, watching through the eyepiece as it magnified the
di skey sequence.

| tugged out a red cap to go with ny new red jacket and pulled the brim

| ow over nmy face. Moving quickly across the plaza, | queried ny com og
about the nine-digit transfer code I'd seen on the imager. | knew the
first three digits neant the world of Tsingtao-Hsi shuang Parma -1'd

nenori zed all the planetary prefixes - and was told an instant |ater
that the portal code led to a residential district in the First
Expansi on city of Wansi ehn.

| hurried to the first open booth and 'cast there, stepping out onto a
snmal | ternm nex plaza paved in worn brick. Ancient oriental shops |eaned
agai nst one

anot her, caves of their pagoda roofs hangi ng over narrow side streets.
Peopl e thronged the plaza and stood in doorways and, while nost of those
in sight were obviously descendants of the Long Flight exiles who
settled THP, many were of fworlders. The air snelled of alien
veget ati on, sewage, and cooking rice.

"Damm,' | whispered. There were three other farcaster portals there and
none were in constant use. Johnny could have farcast out imediately.

Instead of 'casting back to Lusus, | spent a few mnutes checking the
pl aza and side streets. By this time the nmelanin pill 1'd swall owed had
wor ked and | was a young bl ack woman - or nman, it was hard to tell in ny

trendy red balloon jacket and pol arized visor, strolling idly while
taking pictures with my tourist inmager.

The trace pellet 1'd dissolved in Johnny's second Gernan beer had had
nore than enough time to work. The UV-positive mcrospores were al npst
hanging in the air by now - | could alnost follow the trail of
exhal ati ons he had left. Instead, | found a bright yell ow handprint on
a dark wall (bright yellowto ny especially fitted visor of course,



i nvisible out of the WV spectrun) and then followed the trail of vague
bl ot ches where saturated clothing had touched market stalls or stone.

Johnny was eating in a Cantonese restaurant |less than two bl ocks from
the term nex plaza. The frying food snelled delicious but | restrained
nyself fromentering - checking prices in alley bookstalls and haggling
in the market for al nbst an hour before he finished, returned to the

pl aza, and farcast out. This time he used a chip code - a private
portal, certainly, possibly a private home - and | two took chances by
using my pilot-fish card to follow him Two chances because first the

card is totally illegal and woul d soneday cost nme ny license if caught -
less than likely if |I kept using Daddy Silva's obscenely expensive but
aesthetically perfect shapechanger chips - and, second, | ran a better

t han even chance of ending up in the living roomof Johnny's house ..
never an easy situation to talk one's way out of.

It was not his living room Even before |I'd |ocated the

street signs | recognized the famliar extra tug of gravity, the dim
bronze light, the scent of oil and ozone in the air, and knew | was hone
on Lusus.

Johnny had 'cast into a nediumsecurity private residential tower in one
of the Bergson Hives. Perhaps that was why he'd chosen ny agency- we
wer e al nost nei ghbors, |ess than six hundred klicks apart.

My cybrid was not in sight. | wal ked purposefully so as not to alert
any security vids programmed to respond to loitering. There was no
residents' directory, no nunbers or names on the apartnent doorways, and
no listings accessible by comog. | guessed that there were about
twenty thousand residential cubbies in East Bergson Hive.

The telltales were fading as the spore soup died, but 1 checked only two

of the radial corridors before | found a trail. Johnny lived far out on
a glass-floored wi ng above a nethane | ake. H's palm ock showed a
faintly glowi ng handprint. | used ny cat-burglar tools to take a
readi ng of the lock and then | 'cast hone.

Al inall, 1'd watched ny man go out for Chinese food and then go hone

for the night. Enough acconplished for one day.

BB Surbringer was ny Al expert. BB worked in Hegenony Flow Contro
Records and Statistics and spent nost of his life reclining on a
free-fall couch with half a dozen mcrol eads running from his skul

whi | e he conmuned with ot her bureaucrats in datunplane. [|'d known him
in college when he was a pure cyberpuke, a twentieth-generation hacker
cortically shunted when he was twelve standard. Hi s real nane was
Ernest but he'd earned the nicknane BB when he went out with a friend of
nm ne naned Shayl a Toyo. Shayla'd seen himnaked on their second date
and had | aughed for a solid half hour: Ernest was - and is - al nbost two
neters tall but masses less than fifty kilos. Shayla said that he had a
butt Iike two BBs and - |ike nobst cruel things do - the nicknanme stuck

| visited himin one of the wi ndowl ess worker nmonoliths on TC2. No
cloud towers for BB and his ilk

'So, Brawne,' he said, 'how cone you're getting information-literate in



your old age? You're too old to get a real job."
"I just want to know about-Al's, BB."

"Only one of the npbst conplex topics in the known universe,' he sighed
and | ooked longingly at his disconnected neural shunt and metacortex
| eads.

Cyber pukes never come down, but civil servants are required to di smount
for lunch. BB was |ike nost cyberpukes in that he never felt
confortabl e exchangi ng i nformati on when he wasn't riding a data wave.
'So what do you want to know?" he said.

"Way did the Als drop out?" | had to start somewhere

BB made a convol uted gesture with his hands. 'They said they had

proj ects which were not conpatible with total inmersion in Hegenony -
read human - affairs.

Truth is, nobody knows."

"But they're still around. Still managi ng things?" 'Sure. The system
couldn't run without them You know that, Brawne. Even the Al Thing
couldn't work without Al nanagement of the real-time Schwarzschild
patterning..."

"Ckay,' | said, cutting himoff before he | apsed into cyberpukese, 'but
what are their "other projects"?"

'"No one knows. Branner and Swayze up at Artlintel Corp think that the
Al's are pursuing the evolution of consciousness on a galactic scale. W
know t hey have their own probes out far deeper into the Qutback than..."
'What about cybrids?"

"Cybrids?" BB sat up and | ooked interested for the first tine. 'Wy do
you nention cybrids?"

"Why are you surprised that | nentioned them BB?" He absently rubbed

his shunt socket. 'Well, first of all, npbst people forget they exist.
Two centuries ago it was all alarm sm and pod peopl e taking over and al
that, but now nobody thinks about them Also, | just ran across an

anomal y advi sory yesterday that said that cybrids were disappearing.”

' Di sappearing?" It was ny turn to sit up

" You know, being phased out. The Als used to naintain

about a thousand licensed cybrids in the Wb. About half of them based
right here on TC2. Last week's census showed about two thirds of
those'd been recalled in the past month or so."

"\What happens when an Al recalls its cybrid?"

"I dunno. They're destroyed, | suppose. Als don't like to waste
things, so | inagine the genetic material's recycl ed sonehow. "



"Why are they being recycl ed?"

' Nobody knows, Brawne. But then nost of us don't

know why the Als do npobst of the things they do."

"Do experts see them- the Als - as a threat?"

"Are you kidding? Six hundred years ago, maybe. Two centuries ago the
Secession made us leery. But if the things wanted to hurt humanity,
they could' re done it long before this. Wrrying about Als turning on
us i s about as productive as worrying that farmanimals are going to
revolt."

'"Except the Als are smarter than us,' | said.

"Yeah, well, there is that."

'BB, have you heard of personality retrieval projects?" 'Like the
d ennon- Hei ght thing? Sure. Everyone has.

I even worked on one at Reichs University a few years
ago. But they're passe. No one's doing themanynore." 'Wy's that?"

"Jesus, you don't know shit about anything, do you, Brawne? The
personality retrieval projects were all washouts. Even with the best

simcontrol... they got the FORCE OCS: HTN network involved... you
can't factor all variables successfully. The persona tenplate becones
self-aware . . . | don't nean just self-aware, |ike you and nme, but

self-aware that it's an artificially self-aware persona - and that | eads
to term nal Strange Loops and nonharnonic |abyrinths that go straight to
Escher - space. "

"Translate,' | said.

BB si ghed and gl anced at the blue and gold tinme band on the wall. Five
m nutes and his mandatory | unch hour was over. He could rejoin the rea
world. 'Translated,' he said, 'the retrieved personality breaks down.

CGoes crazy. Psycho City. Bugfuck."

"All of then?"
"All of them"™
"But the Als are still interested in the process?"

' Ch, yeah? Who says? They've never done one. Al the retrieva
efforts |1've ever heard of were human-run..

nostly botched university projects. Brain-dead acadeni cs spending
fortunes to bring back dead academi c brains."

| forced a smile. 'There were three nminutes until he could plug back
in. 'Wre all the retrieved personalities given cybrid renptes?"

"Uh-uh. What gave you that idea, Brawne? None



were. Couldn't work."
' Why not ?"

"It'd just fuck up the stinmsim Plus you' d need perfect clone stock and
an interactive environnent precise to the last detail. You see, kiddo,
with a retrieved personality, you let it live inits world via
full-scale simand then you just sneaked a few questions in via dreamns
or scenario interactives. Pulling a persona out of simreality into
slow time..."

This was the cyberpukes' age-old termfor the

pardon the expression... real world.

woul d just drive it bugfuck all the sooner,' he finished.

| shook ny head. 'Yeah, well, thanks, BB." | noved to the door. There
were thirty seconds |left before ny old college friend could escape from
sl ow time.

"BB,' | said as an afterthought, 'have you ever heard of a persona
retrieved froman A d Earth poet named John Keats?"

'"Keats? ©Oh, sure there was a big wite-up on that in ny undergrad text.
Marti Carollus did that about fifty years

ago at New Canbridge."
'What happened?”

' The usual. Persona went Strange Loop. But before it broke up it died
a full simdeath. Some ancient disease." BB gl anced at the clock
smiled, and lifted his shunt.

Before clicking it into his skull socket he | ooked at ne again, al nost
beatifically. 'l renenmber now,' he said through his dreany smile, "it
was tubercul osis.”

If our society ever opted for Owell's Big Brother approach, the

i nstrunment of choice for oppression would have to be the credit wake. In
a totally noncash econony with only a vestigial barter black market, a
person's activities could be tracked in real tinme by nonitoring the
credit wake of his or her universal card. There were strict |aws
protecting card privacy but |aws had a bad habit of being ignored or
abrogat ed when societal push came to totalitarian shove.

Johnny's credit wake for the five-day period | eading to his murder
showed a nan of regul ar habits and nbdest expenses. Before follow ng up
the I eads on the credit flinsy |I'd spent a dull two days follow ng
Johnny hi nsel f.

Data: He lived alone in East Bergson Hive. A routine check showed that
he'd lived there about seven |ocal nonths - less than five standard. In
the norning he had breakfast at a |local cafe and then farcast to

Renai ssance Vector where he worked for about five hours, evidently



gat hering research of sonme sort in the print archives, followed by a
light lunch at a courtyard vendor's stand, another hour or two in the
library, and then 'cast hone to Lusus or to sone favorite eating spot on
another world. |In his cubby by 2200 hours. More farcasting than the
average Lusian niddl e-class drone, but an otherw se uninspiring
schedule. The credit flinsies confirmed that he had held to the agenda
on the week he was murdered, with the addition of a few extra purchases
- shoes one day, groceries the next - and one stop at a bar on

Renai ssance V on the day of his 'nurder."

| joined himfor dinner at the snall restaurant on Red Dragon Street
near the Tsingtao-Hsi shuang Panna por tal. The food was very hot, very
spicy, and very good.

"How is it going,' he asked.

"Great. |'ma thousand marks richer than when we net and | found a good
Cant onese restaurant."”

"I"mglad my noney is going toward something inportant.”

' Speaki ng of your npney... where does it come fron?
Hangi ng out in a Renai ssance Vector library can't pay nuch.”
Johnny raised an eyebrow. 'I live on a snall

i nheritance."

"Not too small, | hope. | want to be paid."

"It will be adequate for our purposes, M Lamia. Have you discovered
anyt hi ng of interest?"

| shrugged. 'Tell nme what you do in that library." 'Can it possibly be
ger mane?" ' Yeah, could be."

He | ooked at ne strangely. Something about his eyes made me go weak at
the knees. 'You rem nd ne of soneone,' he said softly.

' Ch?" From anyone el se that |ine would have been cause for an exit.
"Who?" | asked.

"A... wonman | once knew. Long ago."
as if he were suddenly tired or dizzy.

He brushed fingers across his brow

"What was her nane?"

"Fanny." The word was al nost whi spered.

I knew who he was tal ki ng about. John Keats had a fiancce nanmed Fanny.
Their love affair had been a series of romantic frustrations which

al nost drove the poet mad. Wen he died in Italy, alone except for one
fellow travel er, feeling abandoned by friends and his | over, Keats had

asked that unopened letters from Fanny and a | ock of her hair be buried
with him



| *d never heard of John Keats before this week; |1'd accessed all this

shit with my comog. | said, 'So what do you do at the library?"

The cybrid cleared his throat. 'I'mresearching a

poem Searching for fragments of the original." 'Sonething by Keats?"
"Yes."

"Wuldn't it be easier to access it?"
"OF course. But it is important for me to see the original..

to touch it."

| thought about that. 'What's the poem about?"

He smiled... or at least his lips did. The hazel eyes still seened
troubled. 'It's called Hyperion. |It's difficult to describe what it's
about. Artistic failure, | suppose.

Keats never finished it."
| pushed aside nmy plate and sipped warmtea. 'You say

Keats never finished it. Don't you nean you never finished it?"

Hi s | ook of shock had to be genuine... unless Als were consumate
actors. For all | knew, they could be.
'Good God,' he said, 'I'mnot John Keats. Having a persona based upon a

retrieval tenplate no nore nakes nme Keats than having the nane Lam a
nakes you a nonster.

There' ve been a mllion influences that have separated ne fromthat
poor, sad genius."

"You said | rem nded you of Fanny."

"An echo of a dream Less. You' ve taken RNA [earn ing nedication
yes?"

. yes.,
"It's like that. Menories which feel... hollow"

A human wai ter brought fortune cooki es.

'"Do you have any interest in visiting the rea

Hyperion?" | asked.

"What's that?"

' The Qut back world. Somewhere beyond Parvati, | think."

Johnny | ooked puzzled. He had broken open the cookie but had not yet
read the fortune.



"It used to be called Poets' Wrld, | think,' | said. 'It even has a

city naned after you... after Keats."
The young man shook his head. 'I'msorry, | haven't heard of the
pl ace."

'How can that be? Don't Al's know everything?"

Hi s laugh was short and sharp. 'This one knows very little." He read
his fortune: BE WARY OF SUDDEN | MPULSES.

| crossed nmy arms. ' You know, except for that parlor trick with the
bank manager hol o, | have no proof that
you are what you say you are." 'Gve ne your hand." 'My hand?"

'Yes. Either one. Thank you."

Johnny held my right hand in both of his. His fingers
were | onger than nmine. Mne were stronger

'Cl ose your eyes,' he said.

| did. There was no transition: one instant | was sitting in the Bl ue
Lotus on Red Dragon Street and the next |

was... nowhere. Somewhere. Streaking through gray-blue datunpl ane,
banki ng al ong chrone-yel |l ow i nformati on hi ghways, passing over and under
and titrough great cities of glowing information storage, red
skyscrapers sheathed in black security ice, sinple entities like
personal accounts or corporate files blazing like burning refineries in
the night. Above it all, just out of sight as if poised in tw sted
space, hung the gigantic weights of the Als, their sinplest

conmuni cations pulsing like violent heat lightning along the infinite
hori zons.

Sormrewhere in the distance, all but lost in the naze of three-di nensiona
neon that partitioned one tiny second of arc in the incredible

dat asphere of one small world, | sensed rather than saw those soft,
hazel eyes waiting for ne.

Johnny rel eased ny hand. He cracked ny fortune cookie open. The strip
of paper read: |INVEST W SELY | N NEW VENTURES

"Jesus,' | whispered. BB had taken ne flying in datunpl ane before, but
wi t hout a shunt the experience had been a shadow of this. It was the
di fference between watching a black and white holo of fireworks display
and being there. 'How do you do that?"

"WIl you be making any progress on the case tonorrow?" he asked.

| regained ny conposure. 'Tonorrow,' | said, 'l 10lan to solve it."

Wel |, maybe not solve it, but at |east get things noving.



The | ast charge on Johnny's credit flinmsy had been the bar on

Renai ssance V. 1'd checked it out the first day, of course, talked to
several of the regulars since there was no human bartender, but had come
up with no one who renmenbered Johnny. 1'd been back twice with no

greater luck. But on the third day I went back to stay until sonething
br oke.

The bar was definitely not in the class of the wood and brass pl ace
Johnny and | had visited on TC2. This place was tucked on a second
floor of a decaying building in a run-down nei ghborhood two bl ocks from
t he Renai ssance |ibrary where Johnny spent his days. Not the kind

of place he would stop in on the way to the farcaster plaza, but just
the kind of place he mght end up if he net sonmeone in or near the
library - sonmeone who wanted to talk in private

|'"d been there six hours and was getting damed tired of salted nuts and
fiat beer when an old derelict cane in.

| guessed that he was a regular by the way he didn't pause in the
doorway or | ook around, but headed straight for a small table in the bak
and ordered a whi skey before the serving nech had cone to a full stop
VWen | joined himat the table | realized that he wasn't so nmuch a
derelict as an exanple of the tired nen and wonen .1'd seen in the junk
shops and street stalls in that nei ghborhood. He

squinted up at nme through defeated eyes.
"May | sit down?"

' Depends, sister. \What're you selling?"

"I "'mbuying." | sat, set ny beer nug on the table, and slid across a
fiat photo of Johnny entering the farcaster booth on TC2. 'Seen this
guy?”

The old man Danced at the photo and returned his full attention to his
whi skey. ' Maybe."

| waved over the nech for another round. 'If you did see him it's your
| ucky day."

The old man snoed and rubbed the back of his hand agai nst the gray
stubble on his cheek. "'If it is, it'll be the first tine in a |long
fucking tine." He focused on ne.

" How nuch? For what ?"

"Informati on. How rmuch depends on the information.

Have you seen hin?" | renoved a bl ack market

fifty-mark bill frommy tunic pocket.

' eaho'

The bill cane down to the table but remained in ny hand. 'Wen?"



'Last Tuesday. Tuesday norning."

That was the correct day. | slid the fifty marks to himand renoved
another bill. 'Ws he al one?"

The old man licked his lips. 'Let ne think. | don't think... no, he
was there." He pointed toward a table at the rear. 'Two other guys with

him One of them..

well, that's why | renenbered.”

"What' s that?"

The ol d man rubbed finger and thunb in a gesture as old as greed.

"Tell ne about the two nen,' | coaxed.

' The young guy... your guy... he was with one of them you know, the
nature freaks with robes. You see'emon HTV all the time. Them and
their dam trees."

Trees? 'A Tenmplar?" | said, astounded. Wat would a Tenplar be doing
in a Renaissance V bar? |If he'd been after Johnny, why woul d he wear

his robe? That would be like a nurderer going out to do business in a
clown suit.

'Yeah. Tenplar. Brown robe, sort of oriental-Iooking." "A man?"
'Yeah, | said he was."

'Can you describe hi mnore?"

"Nah, Tenplar. Tall son of a bitch. Couldn't see his face very well."

"What about the other one?"

The old man shrugged. | renoved a second bill and set them both near ny
gl ass.

"Did they cone in together?" | pronpted. 'The three of then®?"

"I don't... | can't... No, wait. Your guy and the Tenplar guy cane in
first. | renmenber seeing the robe

bef ore the other guy sat down."
'Describe the other man."

The old man waved over the nech and ordered a third drink. | used ny
card and the servitor slid away on noisy repellers.

'Li ke you,' he said. 'Sort of like you."

"Short?" | said. 'Strong arns and | egs? A Lusian?" 'Yeah. | guess so.
Never been there." '\Wat el se?"



No hair,' said the old man." Just a whattyacallit Iike ny
ni ece used to wear. A pony tail."
"A queue,' | said.
'Yeah. Whatever." He started to reach for the bills.
' Coupl e nore questions. Did they argue?”

"Nab. Don't think so. Talked real quiet. Place's pretty enpty that
time of day."

"What time of day was it ?"

"Morning. About ten o'clock."

This coincided with the credit flimsy code.

"Did you hear any of the conversation?" 'Unh-uh."

"Who did nost of the tal king?"

The old man took a drink and furrowed his brow in thought. ' Tenplar guy
did at first. Your nan seermed to be answering questions. Seened
surprised once when | was | ooking."

' Shocked?"

"Uh-uh, just surprised. Like the guy in the robe'd said sonething he
didn't expect."

"You said the Tenplar did nmost of the talking at first.
Who spoke later? M guy?"

"Uh-uh, the one with the pony tail. Then they left." "Al three of them
left?"

"Nah. Your guy and the pony tail."
' The Tenpl ar stayed behi nd?"

"Yeah. | guess so. | think. | went to the lay. Wen |I got back
don't think he was there."”

"What way did the other two go?"

"I don't know, goddanmit. | wasn't paying much attention. | was having
a drink, not playing spy!'

| nodded. The mech rolled over again but | waved it away. The old nan
scow ed at its back

'So they weren't arguing when they left? No sign of a

di sagreenent or that one was forcing the other to | eave?" 'Wo0?"



"My guy and the queue."

"Uh-uh. Shit, | don't know. " Hc | ooked down at the bills in his grimy
hand and at the whiskey in the nech's display panel, realizing, perhaps,
that he wasn't going to get any nore of either fromnme. 'Wy do you
want to know all this shit, anyway?"

Tm | ooking for the guy,' | said. | |ooked around the bar. About twenty
custonmers sat at tables. Most of them | ooked |ike nei ghborhood
regul ars. 'Anyone el se here who mght've seen then? O sonebody el se

you m ght renenber who was here?"

"Uh-uh,"' he said dully. | realized then that the old nman's eyes were
precisely the col or of the whiskey he'd been drinking.

| stood, set a final twenty-mark bill on the table.

' Thanks, friend."

"Any tine, sister."

The nmech was rolling toward himbefore |'d reached the door

| wal ked back toward the library, paused a mnute in the busy farcaster
pl aza, and stood there a minute. Scenario so far: Johnny had net the
Tenpl ar or been approached by him either in the library or outside when
he arrived in mdnmorning. They went sonewhere private to talk, the bar
and sonet hing the Tenpl ar said surprised Johnny.

A man with a queue - possibly a Lusian - showed up and took over the
conversation. Johnny and Queue |left together. Sonetine after that,
Johnny farcast to TC2 and then farcast fromthere with one other person
- possibly Queue or the Tenmplar - to Madhya where soneone tried to kil
him Didkill him

Too many gaps. Too many 'soneones.” Not a hell of a lot to show for a
day' s worKk.

| was debating whether to 'cast back to Lusus when ny coml og chirped on
the restricted commfrequency |I'd given to Johnny.

H's voice was raw. 'M Lamia. Come quickly, please

I think they've just tried again. To kill nme." The coordi nates which
foll owed were for the East Bergson Hive.

| ran for the farcaster.

The door to Johnny's cubby was open a crack. There was no one in the
corridor, no sounds fromthe apartnent.

VWhat ever had happened hadn't brought the authorities yet.
| brought out Dad's autonatic pistol fromny coat pocket, jacked a round

info the chanmber, and clicked on the | aser targeting beamwith a single
noti on.



I went in low, both arns extended, the red dot sliding across the dark
wal s, a cheap print on the far wall, a darker hall leading into the
cubby. The foyer was enpty.

The living roomand nmedia pit were enpty.

Johnny lay on the floor of the bedroom his head agai nst the bed. Bl ood
soaked the sheet. He struggled to

prop hinself up, fell back. The sliding door behind himwas open and a
dank i ndustrial wind blewin fromthe open nall beyond.

| checked the single closet, short hall, kitchen niche, and came back to
step out on the balcony. The view was spectacular fromthe perch two
hundred or so neters up the curved Hive wall, |ooking down the ten or
twenty kiloneters of the Trench Mall. The roof of the Hive was a dark
mass of girders another hundred or so neters above. Thousands of

lights, conmercial hoios, and neon lights glowed fromthe mall, joining
in the haze of dis rance to a brilliant, throbbing electric blur

There were hundreds of similar balconies on this wall of the Hive, al
deserted. The nearest was twenty nmeters away. They were the kind of
thing rental agents like to point to as a plus - God knows that Johnny
probably paid plenty extra for an outside room- but the bal conies were
totally inpractical because of the strong wi nd rushing up toward the
ventilators, carrying the usual grit and debris as well as the eterna
Hi ve scent of oil and ozone.

| put ny pistol away and went back to check on Johnny.
The cut ran fromhis hairline to his eyebrow, superficial but nessy. He
was sitting up as | returned fromthe bathroomwith a sterile drypad and

pressed it against the cut. 'What happened?" | said.

"Two nmen... were waiting in the bedroomwhen 1 cane in. They'd
bypassed the alarnms on the bal cony door."

"You deserve a refund on your security tax,' | said.
"What happened next ?"

"We struggled. They seenmed to be dragging ne toward the door. One of
them had an injector but | nmanaged to knock it out of his hand.”

"What made them | eave?"
'l activated the in-house alarns."”

"But not Hive security?"

"No. | didn't want theminvol ved."
"Who hit you?"
Johnny smiled sheepishly. 'l did. They released ne, | went after them

| managed to trip and fall against the nightstand."



"Not a very graceful brawl on either side,'" | said. | switched on a
| anp and checked the carpet until | found

the injection anpule where it had rolled under the bed.
Johnny eyed it as if it were a viper

"What's your guess?" | said. 'More ADS II?"

He shook his head.

"I know a place where we can get it analyzed,' | said.

"My guess is that it's just a hypnotic trank. They just wanted you to
cone along... not to kill you."

Johnny moved the drypad and grimaced. The bl ood was still flow ng. 'Wy
woul d anyone want to kidnap a cybrid?"

"You tell me. I1'mbeginning to think that the so-called

mur der was just a botched ki dnapping attenpt.'
agai n.

Johnny shook his head

| said, 'Did one of the nen wear a queue?"
"I don't know. They wore caps and osnosis nasks."

'"Was either one tall enough to be a Tenplar or strong enough to be a
Lusi an?"

"A Templ ar?" Johnny was surprised. 'No. One was about average Wb
hei ght. The one with the anpul e could have been Lusian. Strong
enough. "

'So you went after a Lusian thug with your bare hands. Do you have sone
bi oprocessors or augnenta tion inplants | don't know about ?"

"No. | was just nad."

| helped himto his feet. 'So Als get angry?"

"1 do."

"Come on,' | said, 'I know an automated ned clinic that's discount. Then
you'll be staying with ne for a while."

"Wth you7 Why?"

' Because you've graduated from just needing a detective,' | said. 'Now
you need a bodyguard."

My cubby wasn't registered in the H ve zoning schematic as an apartnent;
I'd taken over a renovated warehouse loft froma friend of mine who'd
run afoul of loan sharks. M friend had decided late in life to
emgrate to



one of the Qutback colonies and |'d gotten a good deal on a place just a
klick down the corridor frommy office.

The environnent was a littl rough and sonetines the noise fromthe

| oadi ng docks could drown out conversation, but it gave ne ten tines the
room of a nornmal cubby and | could use ny weights and workout equi pnent
right at home.

Johnny honestly seened intrigued by the place and I had to kick nyself
for being pleased. Next thing you knew, |'d be putting on lipstick and
body rouge for this cybrid.

'So why do you live on Lusus?" | asked him 'Mst offworiders find the
gravity a pain and the scenery nonotonous. Plus your research
material's at the library on Renai ssance V. Wy here?"

| found nyself |ooking and listening very carefully as he answered. His
hair was straight on top, parted in the mddle, and fell in

reddi sh-brown curls to his collar. He had the habit of resting his
cheek on his fist as he spoke.

It struck me that his dialect was actually the nondi al ect of soneone who
has | earned a new | anguage perfectly but without the | azy shortcuts of
someone born to it.

And beneath that there was a hint of lilt that brought back the
overtones of a cat burglar |I'd known who had grown up on Asquith, a
qui et, backwater Web world settled by First Expansion inmmgrants from
what had once been the British Isles.

"I have lived on nany worlds,' he said. 'M purpose is to observe."

He shook his head, w nced, and gingerly touched the stitches. '"No. [I'm
not a poet. He ,,o0s."

Despite the circunmstances, there was an energy and vitality to Johnny

that 1'd found in too few men. It was hard to describe, but 1'd seen
roonms full of nore inportant personages rearrange themnmselves to orbit
around personalities like his. It was not nerely his reticence and

sensitivity, it was an intensity that he emanated even when nerely
observi ng

"Why doyou live here?" he asked.

"l was born here.”

'Yes, but you spent your childhood years on Tau Cet
Center. Your father was a senator."

| said nothing.

' Many peopl e expected you to go into politics,' he

said. 'Did your father's suicide dissuade you?" 'It wasn't suicide,’
sai d.



1 ,\b?n

"All the news reports and the inquest said it was,' | said tonelessly,
"but they were wong. M father never would

have taken his own life." "So it was nurder?" 'Yes."

'"Despite the fact that there was no notive or hint of a

suspect ?"

"Yes."

"I see,' said Johnny. The yellow glow fromthe |oadi ng dock | anps cane

t hrough the dusty w ndows and nade his hair gleamlike new copper. 'Do
you |like being a detective?"

"When | do it well," | said. 'Are you hungry?"

" No.

"Then let's get some sleep. You can have the couch."” 'Do you do it well
often?" he said. 'Being a detective?' 'W'Ill see tonorrow "

In the nmorning Johnny farcast to Renai ssance Vector at about the usua
time, waited a nonent in the plaza, and then 'cast to the AOd Settlers
Museum on Sol Draconi Septera. Fromthere he junped to the main

term nex on Nordhol mand then 'cast to the Tenplar world of God's G ove.

We'd worked out the timng ahead of tinme and | was waiting for himon
Renai ssance V, standing back in the shadows of the col onnade.

A man with a queue was the third through after Johnny. There was no
doubt he was Lusian - between the Hi ve pallor, the nuscle and body nass,
and the arrogant way of wal ki ng, he night have been ny | ong-I ost

br ot her.

He never | ooked at Johnny but | could tell that he was surprised when
the cybrid circled around to the outbound

portals. | stayed back and only caught a glinpse of his card but
woul d' ve bet anything that it was a tracer

Queue was careful in the Od Settlers' Museum keeping Johnny in sight
but checking his own back as well. i was dressed in a Zen Ghostic's
nmedi tation junper, isolation visor and all, and | never |ooked their way
as 1 circled to the nuseum outportal and 'cast directly to God's G ove.

It nade ne feel funny, |eaving Johnny al one through the nmuseum and
Nor dhol m term nex, but both were public places and it was a cal cul ated
risk.

Johnny cane through the Wrldtree arrival portal right on time and
bought a ticket for the tour. H's shadow had to scurry to catch up,
breaki ng cover to board the omni bus skinmer before it left. | was
already settled in the rear seat on the upper deck and Johnny found a



pl ace near the front, just as we had pl anned.

Now | was wearing basic tourist garb and ny imager was one of a dozen in
action when Queue hurried to take his place three rows behi nd Johnny.

The tour of the Wrldtree is always fun - Dad first took ne there when |
was only three standard - but this tine as the ski nmer noved above
branches the size of freeways and circled higher around a trunk the

wi dth of A ynmpus Mns, | found nyself reacting to the glinpses of hooded
Tenpl ars with sonethi ng approachi ng anxi ety.

Johnny and | had di scussed various clever and infinitely subtle ways to
trail Queue if he showed up, to follow himto his lair and spend weeks
i f necessary deducing his gane. In the end | opted for something |ess
than the subtl e approach

The omi bus had dunped us out near the Miir Museum and peopl e were
mlling around on the plaza, torn between spending ten marks for a
ticket to educate thenmsel ves or going straight for the gift shop, when
wal ked up to Queue, gripped himby the upper arm and said in
conversational tones, '"Hi. Do you mnd telling ne what the fuck you
want with nmy client?"

There's an ol d stereotype that says that Lusians are as subtle as a
stomach punp and about half as pleasant. |If

I'd helped confirmthe first part of that, Queue went a | ong way toward
rei nforcing the second prejudice.

He was fast. Even with nmy seemingly casual grip paralyzing the nuscles
of his right arm the knife in his left hand sliced up and around in
| ess than a second.

| let nmyself fall to ny right, the knife slicing air centineters fromny
cheek, hitting paverment and rolling as | pal med the neural stunner and
cane up on one knee to neet the threat.

No threat. Queue was running. Away fromme. Away from Johnny. He
shoved tourists aside, dodged behind them noving toward the nuseum
entrance.

| slid the stunner back into its wistband and began runni ng nysel f.
Stunners are great close-range weapons - as easy to aimas a shotgun
without the dire effects if the spread pattern finds innocent bystanders
- but they aren't worth anything beyond eight or ten neters.

On full dispersal, | could give half the tourists in the plaza a
nm serabl e headache but Queue was already too far away to bring down. |
ran after him

Johnny ran toward nme. | waved him back. 'M place!' | shouted. 'Use
the | ocks!'

Queue had reached the nuseum entrance and now he | ooked back at ne; the
knife was still in his hand.

| charged at him feeling something like joy at the thought of the next



few m nut es.

Queue vaulted a turnstile and shoved tourists aside to get through the
doors. | followed.

It was only when | reached the hushed interior of the Grand Hall and saw
hi m shovi ng his way up the crowded escal ator to the Excursion Mezzanine
that | realized where he was headed.

My father had taken nme on the Tenplar Excursion when | was three. The
farcaster portals were permanently open; it took about three hours to
wal k all the guided tours on the thirty worlds where the Tenpl ar
ecol ogi sts had preserved sonme bit of nature which they thought woul d

pl ease the Miir. | couldn't renenber for sure, but | thought the paths
were loop trails with the portals relatively close together for easy
transit by Tenplar gui des and mai ntenance peopl e.

Shit.

A uni forned guard near the tour portal saw the confusion as Queue cut

t hrough and stepped forward to intercept the rude intruder. Even from
fifteen meters away | could see the shock and disbhelief on the old
guard's face as he staggered backward, the hilt of Queue's long knife
protruding fromhis chest.

The old guard, probably a retired |ocal cop, |ooked down, face white,
touched the bone hilL gingerly as if it were a gag, and col |l apsed face
first on the mezzanine tiles. Tourists screaned. Soneone yelled for a
medic. | saw Queue shove a Tenpl ar gui de aside and throw hinsel f

t hrough the gl owi ng portal

This was not going as |'d pl anned.
| vaulted for the portal w thout slow ng.

Through and half sliding on the slippery grass of a hillside. Sky |enbn
yel | ow above us. Tropical scents. | saw startled faces turned ny way.
Queue was halfway to the other farcaster, cutting through el aborate

fl ower beds and ki cki ng aside bonsai topiary. | recognized the world of
Fuji and careened down the hillside, clanbering uphill again through the
flower beds, following the trail of destruction Queue had left. 'Stop
that man!" | screaned, realizing how foolish it sounded. No one nmde a
nove except for a Ni pponese tourist who raised her inager and recorded a
sequence.

Queue | ooked back, shoved past a gawki ng tour group, and stepped through
the farcast portal

| had the stunner in ny hand again and waved it at the crowd. 'Back
Back!" They hastily made room

I went through warily, stunner raised. Queue no |longer had his knife
but | didn't know what other toys he carried.

Brilliant |ight on water. The violent waves of Mare Infinitus. The
path was a narrow wooden wal kway ten nmeters above the support floats. It
| ed out and away, curving above a fairyland coral reef and a sargasso of



yel low i sl and kel p before curving back, but a narrow catwal k cut across
to the portal at the end of the trail

Queue had clinmbed the NO ACCESS gate and was hal fway across the catwal k.

| ran the ten paces to the edge of the platform selected tightbeam and
hel d the stunner on full auto, sweeping the invisible beam hack and
forth as if | were aimng a garden hose.

Queue seened to stunble a half step but then made the last ten neters to
the portal and dived through. | cursed and clinmbed the gate, ignoring
shouts froma Tenplar guide behind ne. | caught a glinpse of a sign

whi ch rem nded tourists to don thermgear and then | was through the
portal, barely sensing the shower-tingle sensation of passing through
the farcaster screen.

A blizzard roared, whipping against the arched con-tal nnent field which
turned the tourist trail into a tunnel through fierce whiteness. So
Draconi Septem the northern reaches where Tenpl ar | obbyi ng of the Al
Thi ng had stopped the colonial heating project in order to save the
arctic waiths. | could feel the 1.7-standard gravity on nmy shoul ders
like the yoke of my workout nmachine. It was a shane that Queue was a
Lushan al so; if he'd been Wb-standard in physique, there would have
been no contest if | caught himhere. Now we would see who was in
better shape.

Queue was fifty neters down the trail and | ooking back over his

shoul der. The other farcaster was sonewhere near but the blizzard made
anything off the trail invisible and inaccessible. | began |oping after
him |In deference to the gravity, this was the shortest of the Tenplar
Excursion trails, curving back after only two hundred or so neters. |
could hear Queue's panting as | closed on him | was running easily;
there was no way that he was going to beat ne to the next farcaster. |
saw no tourists on the trail and so far no one had given chase.

| thought that this would not be a bad place to interrogate him

Queue was thirty neters short of the exit portal when he turned, dropped
to one knee, and ained an energy pistol. The first bolt was short,

possi bly because of the unaccustoned wei ght of the weapon in So
Draconi's gravity field, but it was close enough to | eave a scorched

sl ash of slagged wal kway and nelted permafrost to within a nmeter of ne.
He adjusted his aim

| went out through the containnment field, shouldering my way through the
el astic resistance and stunbling into drifts above ny waist. The cold
air burned my lungs and w nd-driven snow caked nmy face and bare arns in
seconds.

| could see Queue looking for ne fromwithin the |ighted pathway, but
the blizzard di mess worked in my favor now as | threw nyself through
drifts in his direction.

Queue forced his head, shoulders, and right armthrough the field wall,
squinting in the barrage of icy particles which coated his cheeks and
brow in an instant.



Hi s second shot was high and | felt the heat of the bolt as it passed

over. | was within ten meters of himnow, | set the stunner on w dest
di spersal and sprayed it in his direction without lifting my head from
the snowdrift where | had dropped.

Queue let the energy pistol tunble into the snow and fell back through
the contai nment field.

| screamed in triunph, my shout lost in the wind roar, and staggered
toward the field wall. M hands and feet were distant things now,
beyond the pain of cold. M cheeks and ears burned. | put the thought
of frosthite out of ny mnd and threw nyself against the field.

It was a class-three field, designed to keep out the elements and
anything as huge as an arctic waith, while allow ng the occasiona
errant tourist or errand-bent Tenplar reentry to the path, but in ny

col d-weakened condition | found nyself batting against it for a nonent
like a fly against plastic, ny feet slipping on snow and ice. Finally I
threw nyself forward, |anding heavily and clunsily, dragging ny |egs

t hr ough.

The sudden warnth of the pathway set nme to shaking uncontrollably.
Shards of sleet fell fromme as | forced nyself to ny knees, then to ny
feet.

Queue ran the last five yards to the exit portal with his right arm
dangling as if broken. | knew the nerve-fire agony of a neural stunner
and did not envy him He | ooked back once as | began running toward him
and then he went through

Maui - Covenant. The air was tropical and snelled of ocean and

vegetation. The sky was an Od Earth blue. | saw immediately that the
trail had led to one of the fewfree notile isles which the Tenplars had
saved from Hegenmony donestication. It was a large isle, perhaps half a

kilometer fromend to end, and fromthe access portal's vantage point on
a wide deck encircling the main treesail trunk | could see the expansive
sail leaves filling with wind and the indigo rudder vines trailing far
behi nd.

The exit portal lay only fifteen meters away down a staircase but | saw
at once that Queue had run the other way, along the main trail, toward a
cluster of huts and concession stands near the edge of the isle.

It was only here, halfway along the Tenplar Excursion trail, that they
al  owed human structures to shelter weary hikers while they purchased
refreshnents or souvenirs to benefit the Tenplar Brotherhood. | began
joggi ng down the wide staircase to the trail below, still shivering, ny
cl ot hes soaked with rapidly nelting snow.

Wiy was Queue running toward the cluster of people there?

| saw the bright carpets laid out for rental and understood.

The hawki ng mats were illegal on nmost Web worlds but still a tradition
on Maui - Covenant because of the Siri legend; less than two neters |ong

and a nmeter wide, the ancient playthings lay waiting to carry tourists
out over the sea and back again to the wandering isle. |[|f Queue reached



one of those... | broke into a full sprint, catching the other Lusian a
few nmeters short of the hawking mat area and tackling himjust belowthe
knees.

We rolled into the concession stand area and the few tourists there
shout ed and scattered.

My father taught me one thing which any child ignores at his or her own
peril: a good big guy can always beat a good little guy. 1In this case
we were about even. Queue twisted free and junped to his feet, falling
into an arns-out, fingers-splayed oriental fighting stance. Now we'd
see who the better guy was.

Queue got the first blowin, feinting a straight-fingered jab with his
| eft hand and com ng up and around with a swi nging kick instead. |
ducked but he connected solidly enough to nmake nmy |eft shoul der and
upper arm go nunb.

Queue danced backward. | followed. He swung a close-fisted
ri ght-handed punch. | blocked it. He chopped with his left hand. |
bl ocked with ny right forearm

Queue danced back, whirled, and unleashed a |left-footed kick. | ducked,
caught his leg as it passed over, and dunped himon the sand.

Queue junped up. | knocked himdown with a short left hook. He rolled
away and scranbled to his knees. 1 kicked himbehind his left ear
pul l'ing the bl ow enough to | eave hi m consci ous.

Too conscious, | realized a second |ater as he ran four fingers under ny
guard in an attenpted heart jab.

I nstead, he bruised the layers of nuscle under ny right breast. |
punched himfull force in the mouth, sending bl ood spraying as he rolled
to the waterline and lay still.

Behi nd us, people ran toward the exit portal, calling to the few others
to get the police.

I lifted Johnny's woul d-be assassin by his queue, dragged himto the
edge of the isle, and dipped his face in the water until he came to.
Then | rolled himover and lifted himby his torn and stai ned
shirtfront. W would have only a minute or two until soneone arrived.

Queue stared up at me with a glazed glare. | shook himonce and | eaned
close. 'Listen, ny friend,' | whispered.

"W're going to have a short but sincere conversation

W'l start with who you are and why you're bothering the guy you were
foll owing."

| felt the surge of current before | saw the blue. | cursed and let go
of his shirtfront. The electrical ninmbus seened to surround Queue's
entire body at once. | junped back but not before ny own hair stood on

end and surge control alarns on my com og chirped urgently. Queue
opened his mouth to screamand | could see the blue within |ike a poorly



done hol o special effect.
H s shirtfront sizzled, blackened, and burst into fl ane.

Beneath it his chest grew blue spots |ike an ancient film burning

t hrough. The spots wi dened, joined, wi dened again. | looked into his
chest cavity and saw organs nelting in blue flame. He screanmed again

audibly this tine, and | watched as teeth and eyes col |l apsed into blue
fire.

| took another step back.

Queue was burning now, the orange-red flanes supersedi ng the bl ue gl ow
Hi s flesh exploded outward with flame as if his bones had ignited.
Wthin a minute he was a snoking caricature of charred flesh, the body
reduced to the ancient dwarf-boxer posture of burning victinms
everywhere. | turned away and put a hand over ny nouth, searching the
faces of the few watchers to see if any of them could have done this.
W de, frightened eyes stared back. Far above, gray security uniforms
burst fromthe farcaster

Dam. | | ooked around. The treesails surged and bil -l owed overhead.
Radi ant gossaners, beautiful even in daylight, flitted anong tropica
vegetation of a hundred hues. Sunlight danced on blue ocean. The way
to both portals was bl ocked. The security guard |eading the group had
drawn a weapon.

| was to the first hawking mat in three strides, trying to remenber from
nmy own ride two decades earlier how the flight threads were activated. |
t apped designs in desperation.

The hawking mat went rigid and lifted ten centinmeters off the beach. |
could hear the shouts now as security guards reached the edge of the
cromd. A wonan in gaudy Renai ssance M nor garb pointed ny way. |
junped off the hawki ng nat, gathered up the other seven mats, and junped
aboard ny own. Barely able to find the flight designs under the tunble
of rugs, | slapped the forward controls until the mat lurched into
flight, alnost tunbling ne off as it rose.

Fifty nmeters out, thirty meters high, | dunped the other mats into the
sea and swiveled to see what was happeni ng on the beach. Several gray
uni forns were huddl ed around the burned remains. Another pointed a
silver wand in mmy direction

Deli cate needles of pain tingled along ny arm shoul ders, and neck. M

eyelids drooped and | alnost slid off the mat to ny right. | gripped
the far side with nmy left hand, slunped forward, and tapped at the
ascent design with fingers made of wood. dinbing again, | funbled at

nmy right sleeve for ny own stunner. The wistband was enpty.

A mnute later | sat up and shook off npbst of the effects of the stun,

al t hough ny fingers still burned and | had a fierce headache. The
motile isle was far behind, shrinking nore each second. A century ago
the island woul d have been driven by the bands of dol phins brought here
originally during the Hegira, but the Hegenony pacification program
during the Siri Rebellion had killed off nbst of the aquatic manmals and
now t he islands wandered listlessly, carrying their cargo of Wb



tourists and resort owners-

| checked the horizons for another island, a hint of one of the rare
mai nl ands. Nothing. O, rather, blue sky, endless. ocean, and soft
brushstrokes of clouds far to the west. O was it to the east?

| pulled my comog off nmy belt |ock and keyed in general datasphere

access, then stopped. |If the authorities had chased me this far, the
next step would be to pinpoint ny |ocation and send out a skimer or
security EMV. | wasn't sure if they could trace nmy com og when | | ogged
in but I saw no reason to help them | thumbed the comm!ink on standby

and | ooked around agai n

Good move, Brawne. Poking along at two hundred neters on a

t hree-century-ol d hawki ng mat wi th who knows how nmany... or how few ...
hours of charge in its flight threads, possibly a thousand klicks or
nore fromland of any sort. And lost. Great. | crossed ny arns and

sat back to think.

"M Lami a?" Johnny's soft voice alnost made nme junp off the mat.

"Johnny?" | stared at the cornlog. It was still on standby. The
general comm frequency indi cator was dark. 'Johnny, is that you?"
"OF course. | thought you'd never turn your comlog on."

'"How did you trace nme? What band are you calling o!i?"
"Never nmind that. \Where are you headed?"

| laughed and told himthat | didn't have the slightest idea. 'Can you
hel p?"

"Wait." There was the briefest second of pause. 'Al
right, | have you on one of the weather-mapping sats. A terribly
primtive thing. Good thing your hawki ng mat has a passive

transponder. "

| stared at the rug that was the only thing between ne and a | ong, |oud
fall to the sea. 'It does? Can the others track ne?"

' They could,' said Johnny, 'but I'mjanming this par ticular signal
Now, where do you want to go?" 'Hone."

"I"'mnot sure if that's wise after the death of... ah - . . our
suspect . "
| squinted, suddenly suspicious. 'How do you know about that? | didn't

say anything."

'"Be serious, M Lamia. The security bands are full of it on six
worl ds. They have a reasonabl e description of you. '

"“Shit."

"Precisely. Now where would you |ike to go?" 'Were are you?" | asked



"My pl ace?"

"No. | left there when the security bands nentioned you. I'm.. near
a farcaster."

"That's where | need to be." | | ooked around again
Ccean sky, a hint of clouds. At least no fleets of EM/s.

"Al'l right,' said Johnny's disenbodi ed voice. 'There's a powered-down
FORCE nul ti-portal less than ten klicks fromyour present |ocation.”

| shielded ny eyes and rotated three hundred and sixty degrees. 'The
hell there is," | said. 'l don't know how far away the horizon is on
this world, but it's at least forty klicks and | can't see anything."
' Subnersi bl e base,' said Johnny. 'Hang on. |'mgoing to take control."

The hawki ng mat | urched again, dipped once, and then fell steadily. |
held on with both hands and resisted the urge to scream

"Subnersible," | called against the wind rush, 'how far?"
'"Do you nmean how deep?"

' Yeah!"

'Ei ght fathons."

| converted the archaic units to meters. This time | did

scream 'That's alnpst fourteen nmeters underwater!' 'Were el se do you
expect a subnersible to be?"

"What the hell do you expect ne to do, hold ny breath?" The ocean rushed
toward me.

'Not necessary,' said ny comog. 'The hawking mat has a prinmitive crash
field. It should easily hold for a nmere eight fathoms. Please hang
on."

| hung on.

Johnny was waiting for me when | arrived. The subnersible had been dark
and dank with the sweat of abandonment; the farcaster had been of a
mlitary variety |'d never seen before. It was a relief to step into
sunlight and a city street with Johnny waiting.

| told himwhat had happened to Queue. W wal ked enpty streets past old
buil di ngs. The sky was pale blue fading toward evening. No one was in
sight. 'Hey,' | said, stopping, 'where are we?" It was an incredibly
Earthli ke world but the sky, the gravity, the texture of the place was
like nothing I'd visited.

Johnny smiled. 'I1'11l let you guess. Let's walk sone nore."

There were ruins to our left as we wal ked down a wide street. | stopped



and stared. 'That's the Colosseum' | said. 'The Roman Col osseum on
Ad Earth." | |ooked around at the agi ng buil dings, the cobbl estone
streets, and the trees swaying slightly in a soft breeze. 'This is a
reconstruction of the Od Earth city of Rone,' | said, trying to keep

t he astoni shment out of ny voice. 'New Earth?" | knew at once that it
wasn't. |'d been to New Earth nunmerous tines and the sky tones, snells,
and gravity had not been |ike this.

Johnny shook his head. 'This is nowhere in the Wb." | stopped wal ki ng.
"That's inpossible." By definition, any world which could be reached by
farcaster was in the Wb.

'Nonetheless, it is not in the Web." 'Were is it then?" '"Ad Earth."
We wal ked on. Johnny pointed out another ruin. 'The Forum" Descending
a long staircase, he said, 'Ahead is the Piazza di Spagna where we'l
spend the night."

'dd Earth,'" | said, my first comment in twenty m nutes.

"Time travel ?"

'"That is not possible, M Lama."

"A theme park then?"

Johnny | aughed. It was a pleasant |augh, unself-conscious and easy.
"Perhaps. | don't really know its purpose or function. It is... an
anal og. "

"An analog." | squinted at the red, setting sun just visible dowmn a
narrow street. 'It looks like the holos |I've seen of Od Earth. It
feels right, even though |I've never been there."

"It is very accurate."

"Where is it? | mean, what star?"

"I don't know the nunber,' said Johnny. 'It's in the Hercules Cluster."
| managed not to repeat what he said but | stopped and sat down on one
of the steps. Wth the Hawking drive humanki nd had expl ored, col onized,
and linked with farcaster worlds across many thousands of |ight-years.

But no one had tried to reach the expl oding Core suns.

We had barely crawl ed out of the cradle of one spiral arm The Hercul es
Cluster.

"Way has the TechnoCore built a replica of Rone in the Hercul es
Cluster?" 1 asked.

Johnny sat next to ne. W both | ooked up as a whirling nass of pigeons
expl oded into flight and wheel ed above the rooftops. 'I don't know, M
Lam a.

There is nuch that | have not learned ... at |east partially because



have not been interested until now.
'Brawne,' | said.

"Excuse nme?" 'Call ne Brawne."

Johnny smiled and inclined his head. 'Thank you, Brawne. One thing,
though. | do not believe that it is a replica of the city of Rone
alone. It is all of AOd Earth."

| set both hands on the sun-warned stone of the step | was sitting on
"All of Od Earth? Al of its... continents, cities?"

"l believe so. | haven't been out of Italy and Engl and

except for a sea voyage between the two, but | believe the analog is
conplete.”

"Wy, for God's sake?"
Johnny nodded slowy. 'That may indeed be the case.

Wy don't we go inside and eat and talk nmore about this? It may relate
to who tried to kill me and why."

"Inside’ was an apartnent in a |arge house at the foot of the marble
stairs. Wndows | ooked out on what Johnny called the 'piazza' and
could see up the staircase to a large, yell ow brown church above, and
down to the square where a boat-shaped fountain tossed water into the
evening stillness. Johnny said that the fountain had been desi gned by
Berni ni but the nane neant nothing to ne.

The rooms were small but high-ceilinged, with rough but el aborately
carved furniture froman era | did not recognize. There was no sign of
electricity or nodern appliances. The house did not respond when |
spoke to it at the door and again in the apartnment upstairs. As dusk
fell over the square and city outside the tall w ndows, the only lights
were a few streetlanps of gas or some nore primitive conbustible.

"This is out of Od Earth's past,' | said, touching the thick pillows. |
rai sed ny head, suddenly understandi ng.

"Keats died in Italy. Early... nineteenth or twentieth century. This
is... then."

'"Yes. FEarly nineteenth century: 1821, to be precise." 'The whole world

is a nmuseun®"

"Ch no. Different areas are different eras, of course. It depends upon
t he anal og bei ng pursued."

"l don't understand.” W had nmoved into a roomcluttered with thick
furniture and | sat on an oddly carved couch by a wi ndow. A film of
gold evening light still touched the spire of the tawny church up the
st eps.

Pi geons wheel ed white against blue sky. 'Are there mllions of



people... cybrids... [living on this fake O d Earth?"

"I do not believe so,' said Johnny. 'Only the nunber necessary for the
particul ar anal og project." He sawthat ! still did not understand and
took a breath before continuing. 'Wen I... awoke here, there were

cybrid anal ogs of Joseph Severn, Dr Clark, the |andl ady Anna Angeletti,
young Lieutenant Elton, and a few others.

Italian shopkeepers, the owner of the trattoria across the square who
used to bring us our food, passersby, that

sort of thing. No nore than a score at the nost." 'Wat happened to
t henf"

'They were probably... recycled. Like the man with the queue."

"Queue..." | suddenly stared across the darkening roomat Johnny. 'He
was a cybrid?"

"Wthout doubt. The self-destruction you described is precisely the way
I would rid nyself of this cybrid if |I had tQO"

My mind was racing. | realized how stupid | had been, howlittle |I had
| earned about anything. 'Then it was

another Al who tried to kill you." "It seens that way." 'Wy?"

Johnny made a gesture with his hands. 'Possibly to erase some quantum
of know edge that died with ny cybrid. Something | had | earned only
recently and the other Al ... or Als knew would be destroyed in ny

systens crash."

| stood, paced back and forth, and stopped at the wi ndow. The darkness
was settling in earnest now There were lanmps in the room but Johnny
made no nove to light themand | preferred the dimess. It nade the
unreality of what | was hearing even that nmuch nore unreal. | |ooked
into the bedroom The western wi ndows admitted the |ast of the light;
bedcl ot hes gl owed whitely.

"You died here,' | said.

'"He did," said Johnny. 'I amnot he." 'But you have his nenories."
"Hal f-forgotten dreans. There are gaps." 'But you know what he felt."

1 renmenber what the designers thought that he felt." 'Tell ne.

What ?" Johnny's skin was very pale in the gloom Hs short curls
| ooked bl ack

"What it was like to die. What it was like to be reborn."
Johnny told me, his voice very soft, alnost nelodic, |apsing sonetines
into an English too archaic to be understood but far nore beautiful to

the ear than the hybrid tongue we speak today.

He told me what it was |ike to be a poet obsessed with perfection, far
harsher toward his own efforts than even the npbst vicious critic. And



the critics were vicious. H's work was dism ssed, ridiculed, described
as derivative and silly. Too poor to nmarry the wonman he | oved, | oaning
nmoney to his brother in America and thus |losing the [ ast chance of
financial security... and then the brief glory of growing into the ful
maturation of his poetic powers just as he fell prey to the

' consunption' which had clained his nother and his brother Tom Then
sent off to exile in ltaly, reputedly '"for his health' while know ng al
the while it meant a lonely, painful death at the age of twenty-six. He
tal ked of the agony of seeing Fanny's handwiting on the letters he
found too painful to open; he talked of the loyalty of the young arti st
Joseph Severn, who had been chosen as a traveling conpanion for Keats by
"friends' who had abandoned the poet at the end, of how Severn had
nursed the dying man and stayed with himduring the final days. He told
of the henorrhages in the night, of Dr Cdark bleeding himand
prescribing 'exercise and good air,' and of the ultinmate religi ous and
personal despair which had | ed Keats to demand his own epitaph be carved
in stone as: 'Here lies One Wose Nane was wit in Water."

Only the dimest |light frombelow outlined the tall w ndows. Johnny's
voi ce seened to fioat in the night-scented air. He spoke of awakening
after his death in the bed where he died, still attended by the |oya
Severn and Dr Cark, of renmenbering that he was the poet John Keats the
way one remenbers an identity froma fast-fading dreamwhile all the
whi | e knowi ng that he was somnething el se.

He told of the illusion continued, the trip back to England, the reunion
wi t h the Fanny-who-was-not-Fanny and the near nental breakdown this had
engender ed.

He told of his inability to wite further poetry, of his increasing
estrangenent fromthe cybrid inpostors,

of his retreat into sonething resenbling catatonia conmbined with

"hal lucinations' of his true Al existence in the nearly inconprehensible
(to a nineteenth-century poet) TechnoCore, and of the ultinmate crunbling
of the illusion and the abandonment of the 'Keats Project."

"In truth," he said, '"the entire, evil charade made ne think of nothing
so much as a passage in a letter | wote - . . he wote... to his
brother George some tine before his illness. Keats said:

'May there not be superior beings anused with any graceful, though
instinctive attitude ny mind may fall into, as | amentertained with the
alertness of a Stoat or the anxiety of a Deer? Though a quarrel in the
streets is a thing to be hated, the energies dis- played in it are fine.
By a superior being our reasonings may take the sanme tone - though
erroneous they nay be fine - This is the very thing in which consists
poetry."

"You think the . . . Keats Project . . . was evil?" | asked
" Anyt hi ng which deceives is evil, | believe."
' Perhaps you are nore John Keats than you are willing to admit."

'"No. The absence of poetic instinct showed otherwi se even in the mdst
of the nost el aborate illusion."



| looked at the dark outlines of shapes in the dark house. 'Do the Als
know that we're here?"

"Probably. Alnost surely. There is no place that | can go that the
TechnoCore cannot trace and follow. But it was the Wb authorities and
bri gands from whom we fled, no?"

"But you know now that it was someone . . . sone intelligence in the
TechnoCore who assaul ted you."

"Yes, but only in the Wb. Such violence in the Core would not be
tolerated.”

There canme a noise fromthe street. A pigeon, | hoped.

W nd bl owi ng trash across cobbl estones perhaps. 1 said, 'How will the
TechnoCore respond to ny being here?"

"1 have no idea."

"Surely it must be a secret.”

"It is ... something they consider irrelevant to humanity."

| shook ny head, a futile gesture in the darkness. 'The re-creation of
Ad Earth... the resurrection of... how many? ... hunan
personalities as cybrids on this re-created world... Als killing Al's..
irrelevant!” | | aughed but managed to keep the | aughter under control
"Jesus wept, Johnny."

"Alnost certainly."”

| moved to the window, not caring what sort of target | would afford
anyone int he dark street below, and funbled out a cigarette. They
were danmp fromthe afteruoon's chase through the snowdrifts but one
lighted when | struck it. 'Johnny, earlier when you said that the Ad
Earth anal og was conmplete, | said, "Wy, for God' s sake?" and you said

sonething like "That may be the case." Was that

just a wiseass coment or did you nmean sonething?" 'l nean that it m ght
i ndeed be for God's sake." 'Explain."

Johnny sighed in the darkness. 'I don't understand the exact purpose of
the Keats Project or the other Od Earth anal ogs, but | suspect that it
is part of a TechnoCore project going back at |east seven standard
centuries to realize the Utimte Intelligence."

"The Utimte Intelligence,' | said, exhaling snoke.

"Uh-huh. So theTechnoCore is trying to... what?... to

build God." 'Yes,' 'Wy?"

"There is no sinple answer, Brawne. Any nore than there is a sinple
answer to the question of why humanki nd has sought God in a nmillion



gui ses for ten thousand generations.

But with the Core, the interest lies nmore in the quest for nore
efficiency, nore reliable ways to handle. .

vari abl es.”

"But the TechnoCore can draw on itself and the mega-datasphere of two
hundred worl ds."

"And there still will be blanks inthe . . . predictive powers."

| threw ny cigarette out the wi ndow, watching the enber fall into the
night. The breeze was suddenly cold; 1 hugged nmy arnms. 'How does al
this... dd Earth, the resurrection projects, the cybrids... how does

it lead to creating the Utinmate Intelligence?"

"I don't know, Brawne. Eight standard centuries ago, at the beginning
of the First Informati on Age, a man naned Norbert Wener wote: "Can CGod
play a significant game with his own creature? Can any creator, even a
limted one, play a significant game with his own creature?"

Humanity dealt with this inconclusively with their early Als. The Core
westles with it in the resurrection projects. Perhaps the U program
has been conpleted and all of this remains a function of the ultinate
Creature/ Creator, a personality whose notives are as far beyond the
Core's understanding as the Core's are beyond humanity's."

| started to nove in the dark room bunped a low table with ny knee, and

remai ned standing. 'None of which tells us who is trying to kill you,"'
| said.
"No." Johnny rose and noved to the far wall. A match flared and he

lighted a candle. Qur shadows wavered on the walls and ceiling.
Johnny cane cl oser and softly gripped nmy upper arns. The soft |ight
painted his curls and eyel ashes copper and touched his hi gh cheekbones
and firm chin.

"Way are you so tough?" he asked.

| stared at him Hs face was only inches from m ne

We were the same height. 'Let go,' | said.

I nstead, he |leaned forward and kissed ne. Hs |ips were soft and warm
and the kiss seemed to last for hours.

He's a machine, | thought. Human, but a nachine behind that. 1 closed
ny eyes. Hi s soft hand touched nmy cheek, ny neck, the back of ny head.

"Listen..." | whispered when we broke apart for an instant.

Johnny did not let ne finish. He lifted me in his arns and carried ne
into the other room The tall bed. The soft mattress and deep
conforter. The candlelight fromthe other roomflickered and danced as
we undressed each other in a sudden urgency.



We nade |ove three tines that night, each tinme responding to slow, sweet
i nperatives of touch and warnth and cl oseness and the escal ati ng
intensity of sensation.

I renmenber | ooking down at himthe second tinme; his eyes were closed,
hair fell |oosely across his forehead, the candlelight showi ng the flush
across his pale chest, his surprisingly strong arns and hands rising to
hold ne in place. He had opened his eyes that second to | ook back at ne
and | saw only the enption and passion of that nonent reflected there.

Sonetime before dawn we slept; just as | turned away and drifted off, |
felt the cool touch of his hand on ny hip in a nmovenent protective and
casual wi thout being possessive.

They hit us just after first light. There were five of them not Lusian
but heavily nmuscled, all nmen, and they worked well together as a team

The first | heard of them was when the door to the apartnent was kicked
open. | rolled out of bed, junped to the side of the bedroom door, and
wat ched them conme through. Johnny sat up and shouted sonmet hing as the
first man leveled a stunner. Johnny had pulled on cotton shorts before
going to sleep; | was nude. There are real disadvantages to fighting in
t he nude when one's opponents are dressed, but the greatest problemis
psychol ogi cal

If you can get over the sense of heightened vulnerability, the rest is
easy to conpensate for

The first man saw nme, decided to stun Johnny anyway, and paid for the
m stake. | kicked the weapon out of his hand and cl ubbed hi m down with
a bl ow behind the left ear. Two nore nen pushed into the room This
time both of themwere smart enough to deal with me first. Two others
| eaped for Johnny.

| blocked a stiff-fingered jab, parried a kick that would have done rea
damage, and backed away. There was a tall dresser to ny left and the
top drawer came out smooth and heavy. The big man in front of ne
shielded his face with both arns so that the thick wood splintered, but
the instinctive reaction gave ne a second's opening and | took it,
putting ny entire body into the kick

Nunber two man grunted and fell back agai nst his partner

Johnny was struggling but one of the intruders had hi maround the throat
in a choke hold while the other pinned his legs. | cane off the floor
in a crouch, accepted the blow fromny nunber two, and | eaped across the
bed. The guy hol di ng Johnny's | egs went through the glass and wood of

t he wi ndow wi t hout a word.

Soneone | anded on nmy back and | conpleted the roll across the bed and
floor, bringing himup against the wall. He was good. He took the bl ow
on his shoul der and went for a nerve pinch beneath ny ear. He had a
second of trouble because of the extra layers of muscle there and | got
an el bow deep into his stonmach and rolled away.

The man choki ng Johnny dropped hi mand delivered a text-book-perfect



kick to my ribs. | took half the inpact, feeling at |east one rib go,
and spun inside, attenpting no elegance as | used ny left hand to crush
his left testicle.

The man screanmed and was out of it.

I'd never forgotten the stunner on the floor and neither had the |ast of
t he opposition. He scurried around to the far side of the bed, out of
reach, and dropped to all fours to grab the weapon. Definitely feeling
the pain fromthe broken rib now, | lifted the massive bed w th Johnny
init and dropped it on the guy's head and shoul ders.

| went under the bed fromny side, retrieved the stunner, and backed
into an enpty corner

One guy had gone out the wi ndow. We were on the second floor. The
first man to enter was still lying in the doorway. The guy |I'd kicked
had managed to get to one knee and both el bows. Fromthe blood on his
mout h and chin, | guessed that a rib had punctured a lung. He was

breat hing very raggedly. The bed had crushed the skull of the other man
on the floor. The guy who'd been choking Johnny was curled up near the
wi ndow, holding his crotch and vomting. | stunned himinto silence and
went over to the one I'd kicked and lifted himby the hair

"Who sent you?"
"Fuck you." He sprayed sone bl oody spittle in ny face.

' Maybe later,' | said- 'Again, who sent you?" | placed three fingers
agai nst his side where the ribcage seened concave and pressed.

The man screanmed and went very white. Wen he coughed the bl ood was too
red agai nst pal e skin.

"Who sent you?" | set four fingers against his ribs.

'The bishop!" He tried to levitate away frommy fingers.

"What bi shop?"

"Shrike Temple... Lusus... don't, please... oh, shit..."

"What were you going to do with him.. us?"

"Nothing ... Ch, God damm . . . don't! | need a nedic, please!’

"Sure. Answer."

"Stun him bring him. . . back to the Tenple .
Lusus. Please. | can't breathe.”

"And me?"

"Kill you if you resisted."

"Ckay,' | said, lifting hima little higher by his hair, 'we're doing



fine here. Wat did they want him for?"

"I don't know. " He screamed very loudly. | kept one eye on the doorway
to the apartment. The stunner .was still in ny pal munder a fistful of
hair. '1... don't...

know..." he gasped. He was henorrhagi ng i n earnest

now. The bl ood dripped on my armand | eft breast.

"How d you get here?" "EMV... roof." 'Were' d you 'cast in?"
"Don't know... | swear... sone city in the water.
Cat's set to return there... please!’

| ripped at his clothes. No comog. No other weapons.

There was a tattoo of a blue trident just above his heart.

' Goonda?" | said.

'Yeah... Parvati Brotherhood."

Qutside the Wb. Probably very hard to trace. 'All of you?"

"Yeah... please... get ne sone help... oh, shit ... please..." He
sagged, al nbst unconsci ous.

| dropped him stepped back, and sprayed the stun beam over him

Johnny was sitting up, rubbing his throat, and staring at ne with a
strange gaze.

'"CGet dressed,' | said. 'W're leaving."

The EMV was an ol d, transparent Vikken Scenic with no pal m ocks on the
ignition plate or diskey. W caught up to the termi nator before we had
crossed France and | ooked down on darkness that Johnny said was the
Atlantic Qcean. Except for lights of the occasional floating city or
drilling platform the only illumnation cane fromthe stars and the
broad, sw nm ng-pool glows of the undersea col onies.

"Why are we taking their vehicle?" asked Johnny.

"I want to see where they farcast from" :He said the Lusus Shrike
Tenple." 'Yeah. Now we'll see."

Johnny's face was barely visible as he | ooked down at the dark sea

twenty klicks below. 'Do you think those nen will die?"
"One was already dead,' | said. 'The guy with the punctured lung wll
need help. Two of them |l be okay. | don't know about the one who went

out the window. Do you care?"

'"Yes. The violence was... barbaric.”



"Though a quarrel in the street is a thing to be hated, the energies
di splayed in it are fine," ' | quoted. 'They

weren't cybrids, were they?"
"I think not."

'"So there are at |east two groups out to get you the Als and the bishop
of the Shrike Tenple. And we still don't know why."

'l do have an idea now. "

| swiveled in the foamreelinet. The constellations above us - faniliar
neither fromholos of Od Earth's skies nor fromany Wb world | knew -
cast just enough light to allow me to see Johnny's eyes. 'Tell ne,' |
sai d.

"Your mention of Hyperion gave ne a clue,' he said.

"The fact that | had no know edge of it. |Its absence said that it was
i mportant."”

' The strange case of the dog barking in the night,' | said.

" What ?"

"Nothing. Go on."

Johnny | eaned cl oser- 'The only reason that | would not be aware of it
is that sone el ements of the Techno-Core have bl ocked ny know edge of
it."

"Your cybrid..." It was strange to talk to Johnny that way now. 'You
spend nost of your tinme in the Wb,

don't you?"
'Yes."
"Wul dn't you run across nention of Hyperion somewhere?

It's in the news every once in a while, especially when the Shrike
Cult's topical."

"Perhaps | did hear. Perhaps that is why | was nurdered."”

| lay back and | ooked at the stars. 'Let's go ask the bishop,' | said.
Johnny said that the lights ahead were an anal og of New York City in the
m d-twenty-first century. He didn't know what resurrection project the
city had been rebuilt for. | took the EW off auto and dropped | ower.
Tall buildings fromthe phallic-synmbol era of urban architecture rose
fromthe swanps and | agoons of the North American littoral. Several had

i ghts burning.

Johnny pointed to one decrepit but oddly el egant structure and said,



'"The Enpire State Building."
'Ckay,' | said. 'Watever it is, that's where the EW
wants to land."

"Is it safe?"

| grinned at him "Nothing inlife's safe.”" | let the car have its head
and we dropped to a snmall, open platformbelow the building's spire. W
got out and stood on the cracked balcony. It was quite dark except for

the few building Iights far below and the stars. A few paces away, a
vague blue glow outlined a farcaster portal where el evator doors may
once have been.

"I"11 go first,' | said but Johnny had al ready stepped through. |
pal med the borrowed stunner and foll owed him

I'd never been in the Shrike Tenple on Lusus before but there was no
doubt that we were there now. Johnny stood a few paces ahead of ne but
other than himthere was no one around- The place was cool and dark and
cavernous if caverns could really be that large. A frightening

pol ychronme scul pture which hung frominvisible cables rotated to unfelt
breezes. Johnny and | both turned as the farcaster portal w nked out of
exi st ence.

"Well, we did their work for them didn't we?" | whispered to Johnny.
Even t he whi sper seenmed to echo in the red-1it hall. | hadn't planned
on Johnny 'casting to the Tenple with ne.

The light seemed to cone up then, not really illumnating the great hal
but widening its scope so that we could see the senmicircle of nen there.
I remenbered that sonme were called exorcists and others |lectors and
there was some other category | forgot. Woever they were, it was
alarm ng to see them standing there, at |east two dozen of them their
robes variations on red and black and their high foreheads gl owi ng from
the red |light above. | had no trouble recognizing the bishop. He was
frommy world, although shorter and fatter than nost of us, and his robe
was very red.

| did not try to hide the stunner. |t was possible that if they al
tried to rush us | could bring themall down.

Possi bl e but not probable. | could not see any weapons but their robes
coul d have hidden entire arsenals.

Johnny wal ked toward the bishop and | foll owed. Ten paces fromthe man
we stopped. The bishop was the only one not standing. H s chair was
made of wood and | ooked as if it could be folded so that the intricate
arns, supports, back, and |l egs could be carried in a conpact form (One
couldn't say the sanme of the mass of muscle and fat evident under the
bi shop' s robes.

Johnny t ook another step forward. 'Wy did you try to kidnap ny
cybrid?" He spoke to the Shrike Cult holy man as if the rest of us were
not there.



The bi shop chuckl ed and shook his head. 'My dear - . . ‘entity... it
is true that we w shed your presence in our place of worship, but you
have no evidence that we were involved in any attenpt to ki dnap you."

"I"'mnot interested in evidence,' said Johnny. 'I'mcurious as to why
you want nme here." | heard a rustling behind us and I swi vel ed quickly,
t he

stunner charged and pointed, but the broad circle of Shrike priests
remai ned notionless. Mst were out of the stunner's range. | w shed
that | had brought ny father's projectile weapon with ne.

The bi shop's voice was deep and textured and seened to fill the huge
space. 'Surely you know that the Church of the Final Atonenment has a
deep and abiding interest in

the world of Hyperion."

'Yes."

"And surely you are aware that during the past several centuries the
persona of the O d Earth poet Keats has been woven into the cultura
nyt hos of the Hyperion col ony?"

"Yes. So?"

The bi shop rubbed his cheek with a large red ring on one finger. 'So
when you offered to go on the Shrike Pilgrinmge we agreed. W were

di stressed when you reneged on this offer."

Johnny's | ook of amazenent .was nost human. '| offered? Wen?"

'Ei ght | ocal days ago,' said the bishop. 'In this room

You approached us with the idea."

'Did | say why | wanted to go onthe . . . Shrike Pilgrinage?"

"You said that it was... | believe the phrase you used was..

"i nportant for your education." W can show you the recording if you
wi sh. Al such conversations in the Tenple are recorded. O you may
have a duplicate of

the recording to view at your own convenience."

'Yes,' said Johnny.

The bi shop nodded and an acol yte or whatever the hell he was di sappeared
into the gloomfor a nonent and returned with a standard video chip in
his hand. The bi shop nodded agai n and t he bl ackrobed man cane forward
and handed the chip to Johnny. | kept the stunner ready until the guy
had returned to the senicircle of watchers.

"Way did you send the goondas after us?" | asked. It was the first tine

I'd spoken in front of the bishop and ny voice sounded too | oud and too
raw.



The Shrike holy man nmade a gesture with one pudgy

hand. 'M Keats had expressed an interest in joining our holiest
pilgrimage. Since it is our belief that the Final Atonement is draw ng
cl oser each day, this is of no little inportance to us. Consequently,
our agents reported that M Keats nmay have been the victimof one or
nore assaults and that a certain private investigator... you, M

Lam a... was responsible for destroying the cybrid

bodyguard provided M Keats by the TechnoCore." 'Bodyguard!" It was ny
turn to sound anmazed

'"OfF course,' said the bishop. He turned toward Johnny. ' The gentleman
with the queue who was recently nmurdered on the Tenpl e Excursion, was
this not the same man whom you i ntroduced as your bodyguard a week
earlier? He is visible in the recording."

Johnny said nothing. He seemed to be straining to renenber sonething.

"At any rate,' continued the bishop, 'we nust have your answer about the
pil grimage before the week is out.

The Sequoi a Sernpervirens departs fromthe Wb in nine |ocal days."

"But that'S a Tenplar treeship,' said Johnny. 'They don't nake the | ong
| eap to Hyperion."

The bishop smiled. 'In this case it does. W have reason to believe
that this may be the last Church-sponsored pil gri mge and we have
chartered the Tenplar craft to allow as many of the faithful as possible
to make the trip." The bishop gestured and red-and-bl ack-robed nmen faded
back into darkness. Two exorcists came forward to fold his stool as the
bi shop stood. 'Please give us your answer as soon as possible." He was
gone. The remmining exorcist stayed to show us out.

There were no nore farcasters. W exited by the nmmin door of the Tenple
and stood on the top step of the |ong staircase, |ooking down on the
Concourse Mall of Hive Center and breathing in the cool, oil-scented
air.

My father's automatic was in the drawer where |'d left it.

| made sure there was a full load of fl6chettes, pal med the nmagazi ne
back in, and carried the weapon into the kitchen where breakfast was
cooking. Johnny sat at the long table, staring down through gray

wi ndows at the

| oadi ng dock. | carried the onmelets over and set one in front of him
He | ooked up as | poured the coffee.

'"Do you believe hinP" | asked. 'That it was your idea7' 'You saw the
vi deo recording." 'Recordings can be faked." 'Yes. But this one
wasn't."

' Then why did you volunteer to go on this pilgrimge?

And why di d your bodyguard try to kill you after you talked to the



Shri ke Church and the Tenpl ar captai n?"

Johnny tried the onel et, nodded, and took another forkful. 'The..
bodyguard... is a conplete unknown to ne. He nust have been assigned
to nme during the week lost to nenory. His real purpose obviously was to
make sure that | did not discover sonething... or, if | did stunble
upon it, to elimnate ne."

"Something in the Web or in datunpl ane?"

"In the Wb, | presune.”

"W need to know who he... it... worked for and why they assigned him
to you."

"I do know,' said Johnny. 'l just asked. The Core responds that |

requested a bodyguard. The cybrid was controlled by an Al nexus which
corresponds to a security force."

"Ask why he tried to kill you."
"I did. They enphatically deny that such a thing is possible."

' Then why was this so-called bodyguard slinking around after you a week
after the murder?"

'They respond that while | did not request security again after ny...
di scontinuity... the Core authorities felt that it would be prudent to
provi de protection."

| laughed. 'Some protection. Wy the hell did he run on the Tenpl ar
wor |l d when | caught up to hin? They aren't

even trying to give you a plausible story, Johnny."
"No. "

"Nor did the bishop explain how the Shrike Church had farcaster access
to dd Earth... or whatever you call that stage-set world."

"And we did not ask."

"/didn't ask because | wanted to get out of that damm Tenple in one
pi ece."

Johnny didn't seemto hear. He was sipping his coffee,
hi s gaze focused sonmewhere el se.

"What ?" | said.

He turned to | ook at ne, tapping his thunbnail on his
lower lip. 'There is a paradox here, Brawne."

" What 7



"If it was truly ny aimto go to Hyperion... for my cybrid to trave
there... | could not have renmained in the TechnoCore. | would have had
to invest all consciousness in the cybrid itself."

"Why?" But even as | asked | saw the reason

"Think. Datunplane itself is an abstract. A conmm ngling of computer
and Al -gener ated dataspheres and t he quasi-perceptual G bsonian matrix
designed originally for human operators, now accepted as conmon ground
for man, machine, and Al."

"But Al hardware exists somewhere in real space,' | said. 'Sonewhere in
t he TechnoCore."

"Yes, but that is irrelevant to the function of Al consciousness,' said

Johnny. 'I can "be" anywhere the overl appi ng dat aspheres allow nme to
travel . . . all of the Wb worlds, of course, datunplane, and any of
t he TechnoCore constructs such as Ad Earth... but it's only within

that milieu that | can claim"consciousness" or operate sensors or
renotes such as this cybrid."

| set nmy coffee cup down and stared at the thing | had |oved as a man

during the night just past. 'Yes?"

'The colony worlds have limted dataspheres,’' said Johnny. 'While there
is some contact with the Techno-Core via fatline transmissions, it is an
exchange of data only... rather like the First Information Age computer
interfaces ... rather than a flow of consciousness.

Hyperion's datasphere is primtive to the point of nonexistence.

And fromwhat | can access, the Core has no contact whatsoever with that
world."

"Wuld that be normal T | asked. 'I mean with a colony world that far
away ?"

'"No. The Core has contact with every colony world, with such
interstellar barbarians as the Qusters, and with other sources the
Hegermony coul d not inmagine."

| sat stunned. 'Wth the Qusters?" Since the war on

Bressia a few years earlier, the Qusters had been the Wb's prine
bogeynen. The idea of the Core . . . the same congregation of Al's
whi ch advi ses the Senate and the Al Thing and which allows our entire
econony, farcaster system and technological civilization to run

the idea of the Core being in touch with the Qusters was frightening.
And what the hell did Johnny nean by 'other sources'? | didn't really
want to know right then.

"But you said it is possible for your cybrid to travel there?" | said.
"What did you mean by "investing all consciousness” in your cybrid? Can
an Al becone...

human? Can you exist only in your cybrid?"



"It has been done,' Johnny said softly. 'Once. A personality
reconstruction not too different fromny own.

A twentieth-century poet named Ezra Pound. He abandoned his Al persona
and fled fromthe Wb in his

cybrid. But the Pound reconstruction was insane."” 'O sane,' | said.
'Yes."

"So all of the data and personality of an Al can survive in a cybrid's
organic brain."

"OfF course not, Brawne. Not one percent of one percent of ny tota
consci ousness would survive the transition. Oganic brains can't
process even the nost primtive informati on the way we can. The
resultant personality would not be the Al persona . . . neither would
it be a truly human consci ousness or cybrid..." Johnny stopped in

m d- sentence and turned quickly to | ook out the w ndow.

After a long mnute | said, '"Wat is it?" | reached out a hand but did
not touch him

He spoke without turning. 'Perhaps | was wong to say that the

consci ousness woul d not be human,' he whispered. 'It is possible that
the resulting persona could be human touched with a certain divine
madness and net a- human perspective. It could be . . . if purged of
all nmermory of our age, of all consciousness of the Core - . . it could
be the person the cybrid was programmed to be..."

"John Keats,' | said.

Johnny turned away fromthe wi ndow and cl osed his eyes. H s voice was
hoarse with enption. It was the first tine | had heard himrecite
poetry:

'Fanatics have their dreans, wherewith they weave A paradise for a sect,
t he savage too

Fromforth the loftiest fashion of his sleep Guesses at Heaven; pity
t hese have not

Traced upon vellumor wld Indian |eaf

The shadows of nmel odi ous utterance.

But bare of laurel they live, dream and die;
For Poesy al one can tell her dreans,

Wth the fine spell of words al one can save |nagination fromthe sable
charm

And dunmb enchantnent. Who alive can say, "Thou art no Poet - mayst not
tell thy dreans"?

Since every nman whose soul is not a clod



Hat h vi sions, and woul d speak, if he had | oved, And been well|l nurtured
in his nother tongue.

Whet her the dream now purposed to rehearse

Be Poet's or Fanatic's will be known

VWhen this warm scribe my hand is in the grave."

"I don't get it," | said. 'Wat does it nean?"

"It neans,' said Johnny, snmiling gently, "that | know what deci sion
made and why | nade it. | wanted to cease being a cybrid and becone a
man. | wanted to go to Hyperion. | still do."

' Sonebody killed you for that decision a week ago,' 1 said.

"Yes."

"And you're going to try again?"

"Yes."

"Why not invest consciousness in your cybrid here?

Become human in the Web?"

"I't would never work,' said Johnny. 'What you see as a conpl ex
interstellar society is only a small part of the Core reality matrix.

woul d be constantly confronted with and at the nercy of the Als. The
Keat s persona..

reality... would never survive."

"All right," | said, 'you need to get out of the Web. But there are

ot her colonies. Wy Hyperion?"

Johnny took my hand. His finger were I ong and warm and strong. 'Don't
you see, Brawne? There is sone con-neetion here. It may well be that
Keats's dreans of Hyperion were sone sort of transtenporal comunication
bet ween his then persona and his now persona. |If nothing el se, Hyperion
is the key mystery of our age - physical and poetic - and it is quite
probable that he... that | was born, died, and was born again to
explore it."

"It sounds like nmadness to nme,' | said. 'Delusions of grandeur."

"Alnost certainly,' laughed Johnny. 'And | never have been happier!" He
grabbed nmy arns and brought ne to nmy feet, his arns around ne. 'WI]I
you go with ne, Brawne? Go with ne to Hyperion?"

| blinked in surprise, both at his question and the answer, which filled
me |like a rush of warnth. 'Yes,' | said. 'l'11l go."

We went into the sleeping area then and nmade | ove the rest of that day,
sleeping finally to awaken to the low light of Shift Three in the



i ndustrial trench outside.

Johnny was |ying on his back, his hazel eyes open and staring at the
ceiling, lost in thought. But not so lost he did not smile and put his
armaround me. | nestled nmy cheek against him settling into the snal
curve where shoul der neets chest, and went back to sl eep

| was wearing my best clothes - a suit of black whipcord, a bl ouse woven
of Renai ssance silk with a Carvnel blood-stone at the throat, a cocked
Eulin Br6 tricorne - when Johnny and | farcast to TC2 the next day.

left himin the wood and brass bar near the central termnex, but not
before |I slid Dad's automatic across to himin a paper bag and told him
to shoot anyone who even | ooked cross-eyed at him

"Web English is such a subtle tongue,' he said.

'That phrase is older than the Web,' | said. 'Just do it." | squeezed
his hand and left wi thout | ooking back

I took a skycab to the Administration Conplex and wal ked ny way through
about nine security checks before they let ne into the Center grounds.
wal ked the half klick across Deer Park, admring the swans in the nearhby
| ake and the white buildings on the hilltop in the distance, and then
there were nine nore checkpoints before a Center security woman | ed ne
up the flagstoned path to Governnent House, a |ow, graceful building set
am d flower gardens and | andscaped hills. There was an el egantly
furnished waiting roombut | barely had time to sit down on an authentic
pre-Hegira de Kooning before an ai de appeared and ushered nme into the
CEO s private office.

Mei na d adstone cane around the desk to shake ny hand and show ne to a
chair. It was strange to see her in person again after all those years
of watching her on HTV. She was even nore inpressive in the flesh: her
hair was cut short but seened to be bl owi ng back in gray-white waves;
her cheeks and chin were as sharp and Lincol nesque as all the

hi story-prone pundits insisted, but it was the |arge, sad, brown eyes
whi ch dominated the face and nade one feel as if he or she were in the
presence of a truly original person.

| found that ny nouth was dry. 'Thank you for seeing me, M Executive.
| know how busy you are."

"I"mnever too busy to see you, Brawne. Just as your father was never
too busy to see me when I was a junior senator."

| nodded. Dad had once described Meina G adstone as the only politica
genius in the Hegenony. He knew that she would be CEO soneday despite
her late start in poli tics. | wished Dad had lived to see it.

'"How i s your nother, Brawne?"

"She's well, M Executive. She rarely |eaves our old sunmer place on
Freehol m anynmore but | see her every Christmas Fest."

d adst one nodded. She had been sitting casually on the edge of a
massi ve desk which the tabloids said had once bel onged to an
assassi nated President- not Lincoln - of the pre-Mstake USA, but now



she smled and went around to the sinple chair behind it. 'l mss your
father, Brawne. | wi sh he were in this adm nistration

Did you see the | ake when you came i n?"
"Yes."

"Do you renmenber sailing toy boats there with ny Kresten when you were
both toddl ers?"

"Just barely, M Executive. | was pretty young."

Mei na | adstone smled. An intercomchined but she waved it into

silence. 'How can | help you, Brawne?"
| took a breath. 'M Executive, you nmay be aware that |'m working as
an i ndependent private investigator..." | didn't wait for her nod. 'A

case |'ve been working on recently has |l ed ne back to Dad's suicide..."
' Brawne, you know that was investigated nost thoroughly.
| saw the conmission's report.”

"Yeah,' | said. 'l did too. But recently |'ve discovered sone very
strange things about the TechnoCore and its attitude toward the world
Hyperion. Weren't you and Dad working on a bill that would have brought
Hyperion into the Hegermony Protectorate?"

d adstone nodded. ' Yes, Brawne, but there were over a dozen other
col oni es being considered that year. None were allowed in."

"Right. But did the Core or the Al Advisory Council take a specia
interest in Hyperion?"

The CEO tapped a stylus against her lower lip. 'Wat kind of

i nfornati on do you have, Brawne?" | started to answer but she held up a
blunt finger. 'Wit!" She keyed an interactive. 'Thomas, VII| be
stepping out for a few mnutes. Please be sure that the Sol Dracon
trade delegation is entertained if | fail a bit behind schedule."

| didn't see her key anything el se but suddenly a blue and gold
farcaster portai humred into life near the far wall. She gestured nme to
go through first.

A plain of gold, knee-high grass stretched to horizons which seened
farther away than nost. The sky was a pale yellow wi th burni shed copper
st reaks whi ch nay have been clouds. | didn't recognize the world.

Mei na G adst one stepped through and touched the com og design on her
sl eeve. The farcaster portal w nked out. A warm breeze bl ew spice
scents to us.

@ adst one touched her sleeve again, glanced skyward, and nodded. 'I'm
sorry for the inconveni ence, Brawne.

Kast rop- Rauxel has no datasphere or sats of any kind.



NOw pl ease go ahead with what you were saying. What kind of infornmation
have you cone across?"

| 1 ooked around at the enpty grasslands. 'Nothing to warrant this
security... probably. |'ve just discovered that the TechnoCore seemns
very interested in Hyperion

They've also built some sort of analog to Od Earth... an entire
wor |l d!'’

If | expected shock or surprise | was disappointed.
d adst one nodded. 'Yes. W know about the O d Earth anal og."

I was shocked. 'Then why hasn't it even been announced? If the Core
can rebuild Od Earth, a |ot of people would be interested."

G adst one began wal king and | strolled with her, walking faster to keep
up with her |ong-Iegged strides.

"Brawne, it would not be in the Hegenobny's interest to announce it. CQur
best 'uman intelligence sources have no idea why the Core is doing such
a thing. They have offered no insight. The best policy nowis to wait.
VWhat information do you have about Hyperion?"

| had no idea whether | could trust Meina d adstone, old tines or not.
But | knew that if | was going to get information | would have to give
some. 'They built an anal og reconstruction of an A d Earth poet,' |
said, 'and they seem obsessed with keeping any information about
Hyperion away fromhim'

d adstone picked a | ong stem of grass and sucked on it.
' The John Keats cybrid."

"Yes." | was careful not to show surprise this tine. 'I| know that Dad
was pushing hard to get Protectorate status for Hyperion. |f the Core
has some special interest in the place, they may have had sonething to
do... may have manipul ated..."

'"Hi s apparent suicide?"
' Yeah?"

The wi nd noved gold grass in waves. Sonething very snall scurried away

in the stalks at our feet. 'It is not beyond the real mof possibility,

Brawne. But there was absolutely no evidence. Tell ne what this cybrid
is going to do."

"First tell ne why the Core is so interested in Hyperion."

The ol der woman spread her hands. 'If we knew that, Brawne, | would

sl eep nmuch easier nights. As far as we know, the TechnoCore has been
obsessed with Hyperion for centuries. Wen CEO Yevshensky all owed King
Billy of Asquith to recolonize the planet, it alnpbst precipitated a true
secession of Als fromthe Wb. Recently the establishnment of our
fatline transmtter there brought about a simlar crisis."



"But the Als didn't secede."”

'No, Brawne, it appears that, for whatever reason, they need us al nost
as badly as we need them"

"But if they're so interested in Hyperion, why don't they allowit into
the Web so they can go there thensel ves?"

d adstone ran a hand through her hair. The bronze cl ouds far above
rippled in what nmust be a fantastic jet stream 'They are adanant about
Hyperion not being admtted to the Wb,' she said. 'It is an

i nteresting paradox.

Tell me what the cybrid is going to do."

"First tell ne why the Core is obsessed with Hyperion." 'W do not know
for sure." 'Best guess then."

CEO d adstone renoved the stem of grass fromher nouth and regarded it.
"W believe that the Core is enbarked on a truly incredible project
which would allow themto predict . . . everything. To handle every
vari abl e of space, tine, and history as a quantum of nanageabl e

i nformation."

"Their Utimate Intelligence Project,' | said, knowing that | was being
carel ess and not caring.

This time CEO d adstone did register shock. 'How do you know about
t hat ?"

'What does that project have to do with Hyperion?" d adstone sighed. 'W
don't know for sure, Brawne.

But we do know that there is an anomaly on Hyperion which they have not
been able to factor into their predictive analyses. Do you know about

the so-called Tinme Tonmbs that the Shrike Church hol ds hol y?"

"Sure. They've been off limts to tourists for a while."

"Yes. Because of an accident to a researcher there a few decades ago,

our scientists have confirnmed that the anti-entropic fields around the

Tonmbs are not nerely a protection against time's erosive effects as has
been wi dely believed."

"What are they?"

'The remmants of a field... or force... which has actually propelled
the Tonbs and their contents backward in tinme fromsone distant future."

"Contents?" | managed. 'But the Tonbs are enpty.
Ever since they were di scovered."

"Enpty now,' said Meina G adstone. 'But there is evidence that they
were full... wll be full... when they open. 1In our near future."



| stared at her. ' How near?"

Her dark eyes remmined soft but the novement of her head was fi nal
"I"ve told you too nmuch al ready, Brawne.

You are forbidden to repeat it. We'Il ensure that silence if
necessary."

I hid nmy own confusion by finding a piece of grass to strip for chew ng.
"All right," | said. 'Wat's going to cone out of the Tonbs? Aliens?
Bonbs? Sone sort of reverse tine capsul es?"

G adstone smiled tightly. 'If we knew that, Brawne, we woul d be ahead
of the Core, and we are not." The smle disappeared. 'One hypothesis is
that the Tonbs relate to sone future war. A settling of future scores
by rearrangi ng the past, perhaps."”

"A war between who, for Chrissakes?"

She opened her hands again. 'W need to be getting back, Brawne. Wuld
you please tell ne what the Keats cybrid is going to do now?"

| 1 ooked down and then back up to neet her steady gaze. | couldn't
trust anyone, but the Core and the Shrike Church already knew Johnny's
plans. |If this was a three-sided gane, perhaps each side should know in
case there was a good guy in the bunch, 'He's going to invest al

consci ousness in the cybrid,' |I said rather clunsily. 'He's going to
become human, M d adstone, and then go to Hyperion. 1'mgoing with
him"

The CEO of the Senate and Al Thing, chief officer for a governnent

whi ch spanned al nbst two hundred worlds and billions of people, stared
at ne in silence for a

| ong nonent. Then she said, 'He plans to go with the

Tenpl ar ship on the pilgrimge then."

'Yes."

"No,"' said Meina d adstone.

"What do you mean?"

"I nmean that the Sequoia Senpervirens will not be allowed to | eave
Hegenmony space. There will be no pilgrinmge unless the Senate decides

it isin our interest."” Her voice was iron-hard.

"Johnny and VIl go by spinship," | said. 'The pilgrimage is a |loser's
ganme anyway."

"No,' she said. 'There will be no nore civilian spin-ships to Hyperion
for sone tinme."

The word 'civilian' tipped ne. 'War?"

d adstone's |ips were tight. She nodded. 'Before nost



spi nships could reach the region.™
"Awar with... the Qusters?"

"Initially. Viewit as a way to force the issue between the TechnoCore
and ourselves, Brawne. We will either have to incorporate the Hyperion
systeminto the Wb to allow it FORCE protection, or it will fall to a
race whi ch despises and distrusts the Core and all Al's."

| didn't nmention Johnny's coment that the Core had been in touch with
the Qusters. | said, '"Away to force the issue. Fine. But who
mani pul ated the Qusters into attacki ng?"

d adstone | ooked at ne. |If her face was Lincol nesque at that nonent,
then O d Earth's Lincoln was one tough son of a bitch. 'It's tinme to
get back, Brawne. You appreciate how inportant it is that none of this
i nformati on gets out."

"I appreciate the fact that you wouldn't have told ne unless you had a
reason to,' | said. 'l don't know who you want the stuff to go to, but
I know |'m a nessenger, not a confidante."

"Don't underestimate our resolve to keep this classified, Brawne."
| laughed. 'Lady, | wouldn't underestimate your resolve in anything."

Mei na @ adstone gestured for nme to step through the farcaster porta
first.

" | know a way we can discover what the Core is up to,' said Johnny as
we rode alone in a rented jetboat on Mare

I nfinitus. 'But it would be dangerous."
'So what else is new?"

"I"mserious. W should only attenpt it if we feel that it is
i nperative to understand what the Core fears from

Hyperion."
"ldo."

"W will need an operative. Sonmeone who is an artist in datunplane
operations. Soneone snmart but not so smart that they won't take a
chance. And soneone who woul d risk everything and keep the secret just
for the ultimate in cyberpuke pranks."

| grinned at Johnny. 'I'vegot just the man."

BB lived alone in a cheap apartnent at the base of a cheap tower in a
cheap TC2 nei ghborhood. But there was nothing cheap about the hardware
that filled nmost of the space in the four-roomflat. Mst of BB's
salary for the past standard decade had gone into state-of-the art
cyber puke toys.



| started by saying that we wanted himto do sonething illegal. BB said
that, as a public enployee, he couldn't consider such a thing. He asked
what the thing was. Johnny began to explain. BB |eaned forward and
saw the ol d cyberpuke gleamin his eyes fromour college days. | half
expected himto try to dissect Johnny right there just to see how a
cybrid worked. Then Johnny got to the interesting part and BB s gl eam
turned into a sort of green gl ow.

"When | self-destruct ny Al persona,' said Johnny, 'the shift to cybrid
consci ousness will take only nanoseconds, but during that time ny
section of the Core perineter defenses will drop. The security phages
will fill the gap before too nany nore nanoseconds pass, but during the
time..."

"Entry to the Core,' whispered BB, his eyes glowing |ike sone antique
VDT.

"It would be very dangerous,’' stressed Johnny. 'To my know edge, no
human operator has ever penetrated Core periphery."

BB rubbed his upper lip. 'There's a |l egend that Cowboy
G bson did it before the Core seceded,' he nmunbl ed.
' But nobody believes it. And Cowboy disappeared.™

"Even if you penetrate,' said Johnny, 'there would be insufficient tine
to access except for the fact that | have the data coordinates.”

'Fan-fucking-tastic,' whispered BB. He turned back

to his console and reached for his shunt. 'Let's do it." 'Now?" | said.
Even Johnny | ooked taken aback

"Way wait?" BB clicked in his shunt and attached netacortex |eads, but
left the deck idling. 'Are we doing this, or what?"

| went over next to Johnny on the couch and took his hand. His skin was
cool. He showed no expression now but | could imgine what it nust be
like to be facing inm nent destruction of one's personality and previous
exi stence. Even if the transfer worked, the human with

the John Keats persona woul d not be 'Johnny."

"He's right,' said Johnny. 'Wy wait?"

| kissed him "All right," | said. 'I'mgoing in with BB."

"No!" Johnny squeezed ny hand. 'You can't help and the danger woul d be
terrible."

| heard ny own voice, as inplacable as Meina d adstone's. 'Perhaps. But
| can't ask BB to do this if I won't. And | won't |eave you in there

al one." | squeezed his hand a final tine and went over to sit by BB at
the console. 'How do | connect with this fucking thing, BB?"

You' ve read all the cyberpuke stuff. You know all about the terrible



beauty of datunpl ane, the three-di nensional hi ghways with their

| andscapes of black ice and neon perineters and Day-d o Strange Loops
and shi nmering skyscrapers of data bl ocks under hovering clouds of Al
presence. | saw all of it riding piggyback on BB s carrier wave. It
was al nost too much. Too intense. Too terrifying.

| could hear the black threats of the hul king security phages; | could
snell death on the breath of the counterthrust tapeworm viruses even
t hrough the ice screens; | could feel the weight of the Als' wath above

us- we were insects under el ephants' feet- and we hadn't even done
anyt hing yet except travel approved dataways on a | ogged-in access
errand BB had dreamed up, sone honework stuff for his Flow Contro
Records and Statistics job.

And | was wearing stick-on | eads, seeing things in a datunplane version
of fuzzy black and white TV whil e Johnny and BB were view ng ful
stimsimholo, as it were.

| don't know how they took it.

"OK,' whispered BB in some datunpl ane equival ent of a whisper, '"we're
here. "
"Where?" Al | saw was an infinite maze of bright |ights and even

bri ghter shadows, ten thousand cities arrayed in four dinensions.
'Core periphery,' whispered BB. 'Hang on. It's about tine."

| had no arns to hang on with and nothing physical in this universe to
grasp, but | concentrated on the

wavef orm shades that were our data truck and cl ung.
Johnny di ed then.

|'ve seen a nucl ear explosion firsthand. Wen Dad was a senator he took
Mom and me to O ympus Command School to see a FORCE denobnstration. For
the I ast course the audi ence view ng pod was farcast to sone godforsaken
world . . . Armmghast, | think . . . and a FORCE: ground recon
platoon fired a clean tactical nuke at a pretend adversary sone nine
klicks away. The view ng pod was shielded with a class ten contai nnent
field, polarized, the nuke only a fifty-kiloton field tactical, but 'l
never forget the blast, the shock wave rocking the eighty-ton pod like a
leaf on its repellers, the physical shock of |ight so obscenely bright
that it polarized our field to mdnight and still brought tears to our
eyes and

clanored to get in.
This was worse

A section of datunplane seened to flash and then to inplode on itself,
reality flushed down a drain of pure black

'Hang on!" BB screaned agai nst datunpl ane static that rasped at ny bones
and we were whirling, tunbling, sucked into the vacuumlike insects in
an oceani c vort ex.



Sonehow, incredibly, inpossibly, black-arnored phages thrust toward us
t hrough the din and madness.

BB avoi ded one, turned the other's acid nenbranes against itself. W
wer e being sucked into sonething colder and bl acker than any void in our
reality could ever be.

"There!" called BB, his voice analog alnmost lost in the tornado rush of
ri ppi ng dat asphere.

There what? Then | sawit: a thin line of yellowrippling in the
turbul ence like a cloth banner in a hurricane.

BB rolled us, found our own wave to carry us against the storm matched
coordi nates that danced past nme too quickly to see, and we were riding
the yell ow band into...

: into what? Frozen fountains of fireworks. Transparent mountain
ranges of data, endless glaciers of ROMwrks, access ganglia spreadi ng
like fissures, iron clouds of semi sentient internal pro:ess bubbles,

gl owi ng pyram ds of prinmary source stuff, each guarded by | akes

of black ice and arm es of bl ack-pul se pil ages.
"Shit," | whispered to no one in particul ar

BB foll owed the yell ow band down, in, through. | felt a connection as
i f soneone had suddenly given us a great nmass to carry.

"Got it)." screaned BB, and suddenly there was a sound | ouder and | arger
than the nmel strom of noi se surroundi ng and consunming us. It was

neit her klaxon nor siren, but it was both in its tone of warning and
aggr essi on.

We were clinbing out of it all. | could see a vague wall of gray
through the brilliant chaos and sonmehow knew it to be the periphery, the
vacuum dwi ndling but still breaching the wall |ike a shrinking black

stain. W were clinbing out.
But not quickly enough.

The phages hit us fromfive sides. During the twelve years |'ve been an
i nvestigator |'ve been shot once, knifed twice- |1'd had nmore than this
one rib broken. This hurt nmore than all that conmbined. BB was fighting
and clinbing at the sane tine.

My contribution to the emergency was to scream | felt cold claws on
us, pulling us down, back into the brightness and noi se and chaos- BB
was using sone program sone formula of enchantnent to fight them

of f. But not enough. | could feel the blows slamrmng honme - not
against me primarily, but connecting to the matrix anal og that was BB.

We were sinking back. [Inexorable forces had us in tow. Suddenly | felt
Johnny's presence and it was as if a huge, strong hand had scooped us
up, lifted us through the periphery wall an instant before the stain



snapped our lifeline to existence and the defensive field crashed
together |ike steel teeth.

We noved at inpossible speed down congested data-ways, passing

dat unpl ane couriers and other operator analogs |like an EMV ri ppi ng past
oxcarts. Then we were approaching a slowtine gate, |eapfrogging

gridl ocked exiting operator anal ogs in sone four-dinensional high junp.

| felt the inevitable nausea of transition as we came out of the natrix.
Light burned ny retinas. Real light. Then the pain washed in and
sl unped over the consol e and groaned.

' Come on, Brawne." It was Johnny - or someone just |ike Johnny - hel ping
me to my feet and noving us both toward the door

"BB,' | gasped.

" No.

| opened aching eyes |ong enough to see BB Surbringer draped across his
console. His Stetson had fallen off and rolled to the floor. BB s head
had expl oded, spattering nost of the console with gray and red. His
nmout h was open and a thick white foamstill issued fromit. It |ooked
like his eyes had nelted.

Johnny caught ne, half lifted ne. 'W have to go,' he whispered.
' Soneone will be here any mnute."

| closed my eyes and let himtake ne away fromthere.
| awoke to dimred |ight and the sound of water dripping.

| snelled sewage, mldew, and the ozone of uninsul ated power cables. |
opened one eye.

W were in a | ow space nore cave than roomw th cables snaking froma
shattered ceiling and pools of water on the slinme-caked tiles. The red
[ight came from sonewhere beyond the cave- a mmi ntenance access

shaft perhaps, or autonech tunnel. | npaned softly.

Johnny was there, noving fromthe rough bedroll of blankets to ny side.
Hi s face was darkened with grease

or dirt and there was at |east one fresh cut.

"Where are we?"

He touched my cheek. His other armwent around nmy shoul ders and hel ped
ne to a sitting position. The awful view shifted and tilted and for a

nonent | thought | was going to be sick. Johnny hel ped nme drink water

froma plastic tunbler.

'Dregs' Hive,' said Johnny.

|'"d guessed even before | was fully conscious. Dregs' Hve is the
deepest pit on Lusus, a no man's land of nmech tunnels and illega



burrows occupied by half the Web's outcasts and outlaws. It was in
Dregs' Hive that |'d been shot several years ago and still bore the
| aser scar above ny | eft hipbone.

| held the tunbler out for nore water. Johnny fetched sone froma stee
therm and came back. | panicked for a second as | funbled in nmy tunic
pocket and on ny belt: Dad's automatic was gone. Johnny held the weapon
up and | rel axed, accepting the cup and drinking thirstily.

"BB?" | said, hoping for a nmonent that it had all been a terrible
hal | uci nati on.

Johnny shook his head. 'There were defenses that neither of us had
anticipated. BB's incursion was brilliant, but he couldn't outright
Core onmega phages. But half the operators in datunplane felt echoes of
the battle. BB is already the stuff of |egend."

"Fucking great,' | said and gave a | augh that sounded suspiciously |ike
t he begi nning of a sob. 'The stuff of |legend. And BB s dead. For
fuck-all nothing."

Johnny's armwas tight around me. 'Not for nothing, Brawne. He made
the grab. And passed the data to me before he died."

I managed to sit fully upright and to | ook at Johnny.

He seened the same- the sane soft eyes, sanme hair, sane voice. But
somet hing was subtly different, deeper

More human? 'You?" | said. 'Did you make the transfer?
Are you...'
"Human?" John Keats smiled at ne. 'Yes, Brawe. O

as close to human as soneone forged in the Core could ever be."
"But you remenber ... me ... BB ... what's happened.”

"Yes. And | renenber first looking into Chaprman's Honmer. And ny
brother Tomis eyes as he henorrhaged in the night. And Severn's kind
voi ce when | was too weak to open ny own eyes to face ny fate. And our
night in Piazza di Spagnha when | touched your l|ips and imagi ned Fanny's
cheek against mne. | renenber, Brawne."

For a second | was confused, and then hurt, but then he set his palm
agai nst my cheek and he touched nme, there was no one else, and
understood. | closed ny eyes. 'Wiy are we here?" | whispered agai nst
his shirt.

"I couldn't risk using a farcaster. The Core could trace us at once.
consi dered the spaceport but you were in no condition to travel. |
chose the Dregs'."

| nodded against him 'They'|ll try to kill you."

'Yes."



"Are the local cops after us? The Hegenony police?
Transit cops?"

"No, | don't think so. The only ones who're challenged us so far were
two bands of goondas and sone of the Dregs' dwellers.”

| opened nmy eyes. 'What happened with the goondas?" There were nore
deadl y hoodl uns and contract killers in the Wb but 1'd never run across
any.

Johnny held up Dad's automatic and smil ed.
"I don't remenber anything after BB,' | said.

"You were injured by the phage backlash. You could wal k but we were the
cause of nore than a few odd | ooks in the Concourse."

"I bet. Tell nme about what BB di scovered. Wy is the Core obsessed
wi th Hyperion?"

"Eat first,' said Johnny. 'It's been nore than twenty-eight hours." He
crossed the dripping width of the cave roomand returned with a

sel f-heating packet. It was basic hoio fanatic fare - flash-dried and
reheat ed cl oned beef, potatoes which had never seen soil, and carrots
whi ch | ooked |ike some sort of deep-sea slugs. Nothing had ever tasted
so good.

"OK," | said, 'tell nme."

' The TechnoCore has been divided into three groups for as long as the
Core has existed,' said Johnny. 'The Stables are the old-line Al's, sone
of them dating back to pre-M stake days; at |east one of them gained
sentience in the First Information Age. The Stables argue that a
certain level of symbiosis is necessary between humanity and the Core.
They' ve pronpted the Utimate Intelligence Project as a way to avoid
rash decisions, to delay until all variables can be factored. The

Vol atiles are the force behind the Secession three centuries ago. The
Vol a-til es have done concl usive studies that show how humanki nd' s
useful ness is past and fromthis point on hunan beings constitute a
threat to the Core. They advocate i nmediate and total extinction.”

"Extinction,' | said. After a monent | asked, 'Can they do it?"

'O hurmans in the Wb, yes,' said Johnny. 'Core intelligences not only
create the infrastructure for Hegenony society but are necessary for
everything from FORCE depl oynent to the fail safes on stockpil ed nucl ear
and pl asma arsenal s. "

"Did you know about this when you were... in the Core?"

"No,"' said Johnny. 'As a pseudo-poet cybrid retrieval project, | was a
freak, a pet, a partial thing allowed to roamthe Wb the way a pet is

| et out of the house each day. | had no idea there were three canps of

Al influence."



"Three canps,' | said. 'Wuat's the third? And where does Hyperion cone
in?"

' Bet ween the Stables and the Volatiles are the U timates.

For the past five centuries the Utinmates have been obsessed with the U
Project. The existence or extinction of the human race is of interest
to themonly in howit applies to the project. To this date, they have
been a force for noderation, an ally of the Stables, because it is their
perception that such reconstruction and retrieval projects as the Ad
Earth experinment are necessary to the culmnation of the Ul

'Recently, however, the Hyperion issue has caused the Utimtes to nove
toward the Vol atiles' views. Since Hyperion was explored four centuries
ago, the Core has been concerned and nonplussed. It was i mediately
obvi ous that the so-called Time Tonbs were artifacts |aunched backward
intine froma point at |east ten thousand years in the galaxy's future.
More di sturbing, however, is the fact that Core predictive formlae have
never been able to factor the Hyperion variable.

"Brawne, to understand this, you nust realize how nuch the Core relies
upon prediction. Already, without U input, the Core knows the details
of the physical, human, and Al future to a margin of 98.9995 percent for
a period of at least two centuries. The Al Advisory Council to the Al
Thing with its vague, del phic utterancesconsi dered so indi spensable by
humans- is a joke. The Core drops tidbits of revelations to the
Hegenmony when it serves the Core's purposes - sonmetines to aid the

Vol atiles, sometines the Stables, but always to please the Utinmates.

"Hyperion is arent in the entire predictive fabric of the Core's
existence. It is the penultinmte oxynoron- a nonfactorable variable.
| npossi ble as it seenms, Hyperion appears to be exenpt fromthe | aws of
physi cs, history, human psychol ogy, and Al prediction as practiced by
t he Core.

'"The result has been two futures - two realities if you will- one in

whi ch the Shrike scourge soon to be released on the Wb and interstellar
humanity is a weapon fromthe Core-dom nated future, a retroactive first
strike fromthe Volatiles who rule the galaxy nmillennia hence. The
other reality sees the Shrike invasion, the comng interstellar war, and
the other products of the Tine Tonbs' opening as a hunan fist struck
back through tine, a final, twilight effort by the CQusters,

ex-col onials, and other small bands of humans who escaped the Vol atiles
extinction prograns."

Water dripped on tile. Sonewhere in the tunnels nearby a nmech
cauterizer's warning siren echoed fromceram c and stone. | |eaned
agai nst the wall and stared at Johnny.

"Interstellar war,' | said. 'Both scenarios demand an interstell ar
war ?"

'Yes. There is no escaping that."
"Can both Core groups be wong in their prediction?" 'No. Wat happens

on Hyperion is problematic, but the disruption in the Wb and el sewhere
is quite clear.



The U timtes use this know edge as the prine argunent for hurrying the
next step in Core evolution.”

"And what did BB's stolen data show about us, Johnny?"

Johnny smled, touched nmy hand, but did not hold it.

"It showed that | am sonehow part of the Hyperion unknown. Their
creation of a Keats cybrid was a terrible anble. Only ny apparent |ack
of success as a Keats analog allowed the Stables to preserve nme. Wen
made up my mind to go to Hyperion, the Volatiles killed me with the
clear intention of obliterating my Al existence if

ny cybrid again made that decision."

"You did. What happened?”

"They failed. 1In the Co.re's limtless arrogance, they failed to take
two things into account. First, that I mght invest all consciousness
in my cybrid and thus change the nature of the Keats anal og. Second,
that | would go to you."

C VBl

He took nmy hand. 'Yes, Brawne. It seens that you also are part of the
Hyperion unknown."

| shook ny head. Realizing that there was a nunbness in ny scal p above
and behind nmy left ear, | raised ny hand, half expecting to find danage
fromthe datunplane fight. Instead, ny fingers encountered the plastic
of a neural shunt socket.

| jerked my other hand from Johnny's grasp and stared at himin horror
He'd had ne wired while | was unconsci ous.

Johnny held up both hands, palns toward ne. 'I had to, Brawne. |t may
be necessary for the survival of both of us.”

| made a fist. 'You fucking lowlife son of a bitch
Wiy do | need to interface directly, you lying bastard?"
"Not with the Core,' Johnny said softly. 'Wth nme."

"You?" My armand fist quivered with the anticipation of smashing his
vat-cloned face. 'You!" | sneered.

"You' re human now r enenber ?"

'"Yes. But certain cybrid functions renain. Do you renenber when |
touched your hand several days ago and brought us to datunpl ane?"

| stared at him 'I'mnot going to datunplane again." 'No. Nor am|
But | nmay need to relay incredi ble anbunts of data to you within a very
short period of time. | brought you to a black narket surgeon in the

Dregs' last night. She inplanted a SchrOn | oop."



"Why?" The SchrOn | oop was tiny, no larger than ny thunbnail, and very
expensive. It held countless field-bubble nenories, each capabl e of
hol ding near infinite bits of information. $chrOn |oops could not be
accessed by the biological carrier and thus were used for courier
purposes. ~ nan or wonman could carry Al personalities or entire

pl anetary dataspheres in a Schrn loop. Hell, a dog could carry al
t hat .
"Why?" | said again, wondering if Johnny or sone forces behind Johnny

were using ne as such a courier.

' \Nhy 2"

Johnny noved closer and put his hand around ny fist.

"Trust me, Brawne."

| don't think I'd trusted anyone since Dad bl ew his brains out twenty
years ago and Momretreated into the pure sel fishness of her seclusion
There was no reason in

t he universe to trust Johnny now.

But | did.

I relaxed nmy fist and took his hand.

"Al'l right,' said Johnny. 'Finish your meal and we'll get busy trying
to save our lives."

Weapons and drugs were the two easiest things to buy in Dregs' Hve. W
spent the last of Johnny's considerable stash of black marks to buy
weapons.

By 2200 hours, we each wore whi skered titan-poly body armor. Johnny had
a goonda's mrror-black helmet and | wore a FORCE-surplus command mask.

Johnny's power gauntlets were massive and a bright red.

I wore osnpbsis gloves with killing trim Johnny carried

an Quster hellwhip captured on Bressia and had tucked a | aser wand in
his belt. Along with Dad's automatic, | now carried a Steiner-G nn

m ni -gun on a gyroed waist brace. It was slaved to ny conmand vi sor and
| could keep both hands free while firing.

Johnny and | | ooked at each ot her and began giggling.

When the | aughter stopped there was a long sil ence.

"Are you sure the Shrike Tenple here on Lusus is our best chance?"
asked for the third or fourth tine."

"W can't farcast,' said Johnny. 'All the Core has to do is record a
mal function and we're dead. W can't even take an elevator fromthe
lower levels. W'Il have to find unnonitored stairways and clinb the



hundred and twenty floors. The best chance to nake the Tenple is
strai ght down the Concourse Mall."

"Yes, but will the Shrike Church people take us in?" Johnny shrugged, a
strangely insectoid gesture in his conbat outfit. The voice through the
goonda hel met was nmetallic. 'They're the only group which has a vested
interest in our survival. And the only ones with enough political pul
to shield us fromthe Hegermony while finding transit for us to

Hyperion."

| pushed up nmy visor. 'Mina 3 adstone said that no future pilgrinage
flights to Hyperion would be allowed."

The done of mrror black nodded judiciously. 'Wll, fuck Meina
d adstone,' said ny poet |over.

| took a breath and wal ked to the openi ng of our niche, our cave, our
| ast sanctuary. Johnny cane up behind ne. Body arnor rubbed agai nst
body arnor.

' Ready, Brawne?"

| nodded, brought the mini-gun around on its pivot, and started to
| eave.

Johnny stopped nme with a touch. 'I |ove you, Brawne."
| nodded, still tough. | forgot that my visor was up and he coul d see
ny tears.

The Hive is awake all twenty-eight hours of the day, but through sone
tradition, Third Shift was the quietest, the | east populated. W would
have had a better chance at the height of First Shift rush hour al ong

t he pedestrian

causeways. But if the goondas and thuggees were waiting for us, the
death toll of civilians would have been staggering.

It took us nore than three hours to clinb our way to Concourse Mall, not
up a single staircase but along an endl ess series of nmech corridors,
abandoned access verticals swept clean by the Luddite riots eighty years
ago, and a final stairway that was nore rust than netal. W exited onto
a delivery corridor less than half a klick fromthe Shrike Tenple.

"I can't believe it was so easy,' | whispered to himon intercom

' They are probably concentrating people on the space-port and private
farcaster clusters."”

We took the | east exposed wal kway onto the Concourse, thirty neters

bel ow the first shopping level and four hundred neters bel ow the roof.
The Shrike Tenple was an ornate, free-stranding structure now | ess than
hal f a klick away. A few off-hour shoppers and joggers glanced at us
and then noved quickly away. | had no doubt that the Mall police were
bei ng paged, but |I'd be surprised if they showed up too quickly.

A gang of brightly painted street thugs exploded froma |lift shaft,



hol | eri ng and whoopi ng. They carried pul se-kni ves, chains, and power
gauntlets. Startled, Johnny wheeled toward themw th the hellwhip
sendi ng out a score of targeting beams. The m ni-gun whir-whirred out
of my hands, shifting fromaimng point to aimng point as | nmoved ny
eyes.

The gang of seven kids skidded to a halt, held up their hands, and
backed away, eyes wide. They dropped into the Iift shaft and were gone.

| looked at Johnny. Black mrrors |ooked back. Neither of us |aughed.

We crossed to the northbound shopping |ane. The few pedestrians
scurried for open shopfronts. W were less than a hundred nmeters from
the Tenple stairs. | could actually hear nmy heartbeat in the FORCE
hel met ear - phones.

W were within fifty neters of the stairs. As if called, an acolyte or
priest of some sort appeared at the ten-nmeter door of the Tenple and
wat ched us approach

Thirty nmeters. |f anyone was going to intercept us, they would have
done it before this.

| turned toward Johnny to say sonething funny. At |east twenty beans
and hal f that many projectiles hit us at once. The outer |ayer of the
titan-poly expl oded outward, deflecting nost of the projectile energy in
the counterblast. rhe mrrored surface beneath bounced nost of the
killing light. Most of it.

Johnny was flung off his feet by the inpact. | went to one knee and | et
the mni-gun train on the |aser source.

Ten stories up along the residential Hve wall. My visor opaqued. Body
arnor burned off in a steamof reflective gas. The mni-gun sounded
precisely |like the kind' of chainsaw they used in history hoi odranas.
Ten stories up, a five-neter section of balcony and wall disintegrated
in a cloud of explosive flchettes and arnor-piercing rounds.

Three heavy slugs struck ne from behi nd.

| landed on ny pal nms, silenced the mni-gun, and swiveled. There were
at least a dozen of themon each level, noving quickly in precise conbat
chor eogr aphy.

Johnny had reached his knees and was firing the hell-whip in
orchestrated bursts of light, working his way through the rai nbow to
beat bounce def enses.

One of the running figures exploded into flanme as the shopw ndow behi nd
it turned to nolten glass and spattered fifteen neters onto the
Concourse. Two nore nen came up over the level railings and | sent them
back with a burst fromthe nini-gun

An open ski nmer cane down fromthe rafters, repellers laboring as it
banked around pylons. Rocket fire slamed into concrete around Johnny
and ne. Shop-fronts vonmted a billion shards of glass over us. |

| ooked, blinked twice, targeted, and fired. The skinmer |urched



si deways, struck an escalator with a dozen cowering civilians on it, and
tunbled in a mass of twi sting netal and expl odi ng ordnance. | saw one
shopper leap in flanes to the Hive floor eighty neters bel ow

"Left!" shouted Johnny over the tightbeamintercom

Four nen in conbat arnor had dropped from an upper |evel using persona
lift packs. The polynerized chamel eon arnmor | abored to keep up with the
shifting lackground but only succeeded in turning each man into a
brilliant kal ei doscope of reflections. One noved inside the sweep arch
of my mini-gun to neutralize nme while the other three went for Johnny.

He cane in with a pul se-bl ade, ghetto style. | let it chew at my arnor,
knowing it would get through to forearmflesh but using it to buy the
second | needed. | got it. | killed the man with the rigid edge of ny

gauntl et and swept the mni-gun fire into the three worryi ng Johnny.

Their armor went rigid and | used the gun to sweep them backward |ike
someone hosing down a littered sidewal k.

Only one of the nmen got to his feet before | blew themall off the |eve
over hang.

Johnny was down again. Parts of his chest arnor were gone, nelted away.
I snelled cooking flesh but saw no nortal wounds. | half crouched,
lifted him

'Leave ne, Brawne. Run. The stairs." The tightbeam was breaking up
"Fuck off,' | said, getting ny left armaround hi m enough to support him
while allowing roomfor the mini-gun to track. 'I'mstill getting paid
to be your bodyguard."

They were sniping at us fromboth walls of the Hive, the rafters, and

t he shopping |l evels above us. | counted at |east twenty bodies on the
wal kways; about half were brightly clad civilians. The power assist on
the left Ieg of ny armor was grinding. Straight-1egged, | awkwardly
pul | ed us another ten meters toward the Tenple stairs.

There were several Shrike priests at the head of the stairs now,
seem ngly oblivious to the gunfire all around them

' Above!'

| swiveled, targeted, and fired in one noment, hearing the gun go enpty
after one burst and seeing the second skinmer get off its missiles in
the instant before it becanme a thousand pi eces of hurtling, unrelated
metal and torn flesh. | dropped Johnny heavily to the pavenent and fel
on him trying to cover his exposed flesh with my body.

The m ssiles detonated simultaneously, several in

airburst and at least two burrowing. Johnny and | were lifted into the
air and hurled fifteen or twenty neters down the pitching wal kway. Good
thing. The alloy and ferroconcrete pedestrian strip where we had been a
second before burned, bubbled, sagged, and tunbled down onto the flam ng
wal kway bel ow. There was a natural nmpat there now, a gap between npst



of the other ground troops and us.

| rose, slapped away the useless mni-gun and nmount, pulled off useless
shards of my own arnor, and lifted Johnny in both arnms. H s hel net had
been bl own of f and his face was very bad. Blood seeped through a score
of gaps in his arnor. His right armand |eft foot had been blown off. |
turned and began carrying himup the Shrike Tenple stairs.

There were sirens and security skimers filling the Concourse flyspace
now. The goondas on the upper levels and far side of the tunbled
wal kway ran for cover.

Two of the commandos who had dropped on lift packs ran up the stairs
after me. | did not turn. | had to lift my straight and usel ess |eft
leg for every step. | knew that | had been seriously burned on ny back
and side and there were shrapnel wounds el sewhere.

The ski mrers whooped and circl ed but avoided the Tenple steps. @unfire
rattl ed up and down the Mall. | could hear netal-shod footsteps com ng
rapi dly behind ne. | nmanaged another three steps. Twenty steps above,
i npossi bly far away, the bishop stood anid a hundred Tenple priests.

| made anot her step and | ooked down at Johnny. One eye was open
staring up at ne. The other was closed with bl ood and swollen tissue.
"It's all right," | whispered, aware for the first tinme that ny own
hel met was gone. 'It's all right. W're alnost there." |I managed one
nore step.

The two men in bright black conbat arnmor bl ocked my way. Both had
lifted visors streaked with deflection scars and their faces were very
hard.

"Put himdown, bitch, and maybe we'll let you live."

| nodded tiredly, too tired to take another step or do anythi ng but
stand there and hold himin both armns.

Johnny' s bl ood dri pped on white stone.
"I said, put the son of a bitch down and..."

| shot both of them one in the left eye and one in the right, never
l[ifting Dad's automa(ic fromwhere | held it under Johnny's body.

They fell away. | nmanaged anot her step. And then another. | rested a
bit and then lifted ny foot for another

At the top of the stairs the group of black and red robes parted. The
doorway was very tall and very dark. | did not |ook back but | could
hear fromthe noise behind us that the crowd on the Concourse was very
| arge. The bishop wal ked by nmy side as | went through the doors and
into the di mess.

| laid Johnny on the cool floor. Robes rustled around us. | pulled ny
own arnmor off where | could, then batted at Johnny's. It was fused to
his flesh in several places.



| touched his burned cheek with ny good hand. 'I'msorry..."

Johnny's head stirred slightly and his eye opened. He lifted his bare
left hand to touch my cheek, my hair, the back of my head. 'Fanny..."

| felt himdie then. | also felt the surge as his hand found the neura
shunt, the white-light warmth of the surge to the Schrn | oop as

everyt hing Johnny Keats ever was or woul d be expl oded into ne; al nost,
alnmobst it was like his orgasminside me two nights earlier, the surge
and throb and sudden warnth and stillness after, with the echo of
sensation there.

| lowered himto the floor and |l et the acol ytes renove the body, taking
it out to show the cromd and the authorities and the ones who waited to
know.

| let themtake ne away.

| spent two weeks in a Shrike Tenple recovery crche.

Burns heal ed, scars renoved, alien nmetal extracted, skin grafted, flesh
regrown, nerves rewoven. And still | hurt.

Everyone except the Shrike priests lost interest in ne.

The Core nade sure that Johnny was dead; that his presence in the Core
had left no trace; that his cybrid was dead.

The authorities took my statement, revoked ny |icense, and covered
things up as best they could. The Wb press reported that a battle
bet ween Dregs' Level Hive gangs had erupted onto the Concourse Mail

Nunmer ous gtng menbers and i nnocent bystanders were killed. The police
contained it.

A week before word cane that the Hegenony woul d allow the Yggdrasill to
sail with pilgrinms for the war zone near Hyperion, | used a Tenple
farcaster to 'cast to Renai ssance Vector where | spent an hour alone in
t he archives there.

The papers were in vacuumpress so | could not touch them The
handwiting was Johnny's; | had seen his witing before. The parchnent
was yellow and brittle with age. There were two fragments. The first
read:

The day is gone, and all its sweets are gone!

Sweet voice, sweet lips, soft hand, and softer breast, \Warm breath,
[ ight whisper, tender semi-tone,

Bri ght eyes, accomplished shape, and | anguorous wai st.t
Faded the flower and all its budded charns,
Faded the sight of beauty from ny eyes,

Faded the shape of beauty from ny arns,



Faded the voice, warnth, whiteness, paradi sem Vani shed unseasonably at
shut of eve,

When the dusk holiday - or holinight- O fragrant-curtained | ove begins
to weave

The woof of darkness thick, for hid delight;
But, as |I've read iove's mssal through today,
He'll let ne sleep, seeing | fast and pray.

The second fragment was in a wilder hand and on rougher paper, as if
sl ashed across a notepad in haste:

This living hand, now warm and capabl e

O earnest grasping, would, if it were cold

And in the icy silence of the tonb,

So haunt thy days and chill thy dreami ng nights

That thou woul dst wi sh thine own heart dry of bl ood

So innmy veins red life mght stream again

And thou be conscience-calmd - see here it is- | hoMit towards you
I"mpregnant. | think that Johnny knewit. | don't know for sure.
I'"m pregnant twice. Once with Johnny's child and once with the
Schr6n-1 oop nenory of what he was. | don't know if the two are neant to
be linked. It will be nonths before the child is born and only days
before | face the Shrike.

But | remenber those nminutes after Johnny's torn body was taken out to
the crowd and before | was |ed away for help. They were all there in
t he darkness, hundreds of the priests and acol ytes and exorcists and
ostiaries and worshipers... and as one voice they began to chant, there
in that red di mess under the revolving scul pture of the Shrike, and
their voices echoed in Gothic vaults. And what they chanted went
sonmet hing |ike this:

' BLESSED BE SHE

BLESSED BE THE MOTHER OF QUR

SALVATI ON

BLESSED BE THE | NSTRUVENT OF OUR

ATONEMVENT

BLESSED BE THE BRI DE OF OUR CREATI ON BLESSED BE SHE



I was injured and in shock. | didn't understand it then
| don't understand it now.

But | know that, when the tine arrives and the Shrike conmes, Johnny and
I will face it together

It was long after dark. The tranctar rode between stars and ice. The
group sat in silence, the only sound the creak of cable.

After a tinme had passed, Lenar Hoyt said to Brawne Lam a, 'You also
carry the cruciform™

Lam a | ooked at the priest.

Col onel Kassad | eaned toward the woman. ' Do you think Het Masteen was
t he Tenpl ar who had spoken to Johnny?"

'Possibly,' said Brawne Lamia. 'I never found out."

Kassad did not blink. 'Wre you the one who killed

Mast een?"

"No. "

Martin Silenus stretched and yawned. 'W have a few hours before
sunrise,' he said. 'Anyone else interested in getting some sleep?”

Sever al heads nodded.

"I"11 stay up to keep watch,' said Fednahn Kassad.

I"'mnot tired."
"I'"ll keep you conpany,' said the Consul
"I"l'l heat sonme coffee for the therm' said Brawne Lani a

When the others slept, the infant Rachel making soft cooing sounds in
her sleep, the other three sat at the wi ndows and wat ched the stars burn
cold and distant in the high night.

SI X

Chronos Keep jutted fromthe easternnost rimof the great Bridle Range:
a grim baroque heap of sweating stones with three hundred roons and
halls, a maze of lightless corridors |leading to deep halls, towers,
turrets, bal conies overlooking the northern nmoors, airshafts rising half
a kilometer to light and runored to drop to the world' s labyrinth
itself, parapets scoured by cold winds fromthe peaks above, stairways-
i nside and out-carved fromthe nountain stone and | eadi ng nowhere,

st ai ned- gl ass wi ndows a hundred neters tall set to catch the first rays
of solstice sun or the nmoon on midw nter night, panel ess wi ndows the
size of a man's fist |ooking out on nothing in particular, an endl ess
array of bas-relief, grotesque scul ptures in half-hidden niches, and
nore than a thousand gargoyl es staring down from eave and parapet,



transept and sepul cher, peering down through wood rafters in the great
hal | s and positioned so as to peer in the blood-tinted wi ndows of the
northeast face, their w nged and hunchbacked shadows moving |ike grim
sundi al hours, cast by sunlight in the day and gas-fed torches at night.
And everywhere in Chronos Keep, signs of the Shrike Church's |ong
occupation -atonenent altars draped in red vel vet, hangi ng and
free-standi ng scul ptures of the Avatar with polychrone steel for bl ades
and bl oodgens for eyes, nore statues of the Shrike carved fromthe stone
of narrow stairways and dark halls so that nowhere in the night would
one be free of the fear of touching hands energing fromrock, the sharp
curve of bl ade descending fromstone, four arnms enveloping in a fina
enbrace. As if in a last neasure of ornanentation, a filigree of blood
in many of the once occupied halls and roons, arabesques

of red spattered in al nobst recogni zable patterns along walls and tunne
ceilings, bedclothes caked hard with rust-red substance, and a centra
dining hall filled with the stench of food rotting froma neal abandoned
weeks earlier, the floor and table, chairs and wall adorned wi th bl ood,
stai ned clothing and shredded robes lying in nute heaps. And everywhere
the sound of flies.

"Jolly fucking place, isn't it?" said Martin Silenus, his voice echoing.

Fat her Hoyt took several steps deeper into the great hall. Afternoon
light fromthe west-facing skylight forty nmeters above fell in dusty
colums. 'It's incredible,' he whispered. 'St Peter's in the New

Vatican is nothing like this."

Martin Silenus |aughed. Thick Iight outlined his cheekbones and satyr's
brows. 'This was built for a living deity,' he said.

Fedmahn Kassad | owered his travel bag to the floor and cleared his

throat. 'Surely this place predates the Shrike Church.”
"It does,' said the Consul. 'But they've occupied it for the past two
centuries."

"It doesn't | ook too occupied now,' said Brawne Lami a. She held her
father's automatic in her left hand.

They had all shouted during their first twenty mnutes in the Keep, but
t he dying echoes, silences, and buzz of flies in the dining hall had
reduced themto silence.

"Sad King Billy's androids and bond clones built the goddam thing,"
said the poet. 'Eight |ocal years of |abor before the spinships
arrived. It was supposed to be the greatest tourist resort in the Wb,
the junping-off point for the Tine Tonbs and the City of Poets. But
suspect that even then the poor schnuck android | aborers knew the

| ocal s' version of the Shrike story."

Sol Weintraub stood near an eastern wi ndow, holding his daughter up so
that soft light fell across her cheek and curled fist. 'All that
matters little now," he said. 'Let's find a corner free of carnage
where we can sl eep and eat our evening neal."

"Are we going on tonight?" asked Brawne Lami a



'"To the Tonmbs?" asked Silenus, showing real surprise for the first tine
on the voyage. 'You'd go to the Shrike in the dark?"

Lam a shrugged. 'What difference does it make?" The Consul stood near a
| eaded gl ass door leading to a stone bal cony and cl osed his eyes. His
body still lurched and bal anced to the noverment of the tranctar. The

ni ght and day of travel above the peaks had blurred together in his

mnd, lost in the fatigue of alnobst three days w thout sleep and his
rising tension. He opened his eyes before he dozed off standing up

"W're tired,' he said. 'W'Ill stay here tonight and go down in the
nor ni ng. "

Fat her Hoyt had gone out onto the narrow | edge of bal cony. He |eaned on
arailing of jagged stone. 'Can we see the Tonbs from here?"

"No,' said Silenus. 'They're beyond that rise of hills.

But see those white things to the north and west a bit...

those things gleam ng |ike shards of broken teeth in the sand?"
"Yes."

"That's the City of Poets. King Billy's original site for Keats and for
all things bright and beautiful. The locals

say that it's haunted now by headl ess ghosts."
"Are you one of thenP" asked Lam a

Martin Silenus turned to say sonething, |ooked a noment at the pisto
still in her hand, shook his head, and turned away.

Foot st eps echoed from an unseen curve of staircase and Col onel Kassad
reentered the room 'There are two small storeroons above the dining
hall,' he said. 'They have a section of bal cony outside but no other
access than this stairway. Easy to defend. The roons are..

cl ean.
Si | enus | aughed. 'Does that nean nothing can get at us or that, when
somet hi ng does get at us, we'll have no way to get out?"

"Where woul d we go?" asked Sol Weintraub

"Where indeedT' said the Consul. He was very tired.

He lifted his gear and took one handl e of the heavy Msbius cube, waiting
for Father Hoyt to |ift the other end. 'Let's do what Kassad says. Find
a space to spend

the night. Let's at |least get out of this room It stinks of death."

Di nner was the last of their dried rations, some wine from Silenus's

| ast bottle, and sone stale cake which Sol Wi ntraub had brought al ong
to celebrate their |ast evening together. Rachel was too little to eat



the cake, but she took her mlk and went to sleep on her stomach on a
mat near her father.

Lenar Hoyt renoved a small bal al ai ka fromhis pack and strumed a few
chords.

"I didn't know you played,' said Brawne Lam a
"Poorly."

The Consul rubbed his eyes. 'I wi sh we had a piano." 'You do have one,"'
said Martin Silenus.

The Consul | ooked at the poet.

"Bring it here,' said Silenus. 'I'd welconme a Scotch."

"What are you tal king about ?" snapped Fat her Hoyt.

' Make sense."

"His ship,' said Silenus. 'Do you renenber our dear, departed Voice of
t he Bush Masteen telling our Consul friend that h/s secret weapon was

t hat nice Hegenony singleship sitting back at Keats Spaceport? Call it
up, Your Consulship. Bring it onin."

Kassad noved away fromthe stairway where he had been placing tripbeans.
' The planet's datasphere is dead. The consats are down. The orbiting

FORCE ships are on tightbeam How is he supposed to call it?"

It was Lami a who spoke. 'A fatline transmitter." The Consul noved his
stare to her.

"Fatline transmitters are the size of buildings,' said Kassad.

Brawne Lami a shrugged. 'What Masteen said made sense. |If | were the
Consul... if I were one of the few thousand individuals in the entire
damm Web to own a singleship. . . [I'd be damm sure | could fly it in

on remote if | needed it. The planet's too primitive to depend on its
conm net, the ionosphere's too weak for shortwave, the consats are the
first things to goin a skirmsh... I'dcall it by fatline."

"And the size?" said the Consul

Brawne Lamia returned the diplonmat's |evel gaze

' The Hegenony can't yet build portable fatline transmtters.

There are runors that the Qusters can."

The Consul smled. From sonewhere there cane a scrape and then the
sound of netal crashing.

'Stay here,' said Kassad. He renoved a deat hwand from his tunic,
cancel ed the tripbeans with his tactical com og, and descended from
si ght.



"I guess we're under martial |law now,' said Silenus
when the Col onel was gone. 'Mars ascendant.”

"Shut up,' said Lam a

"Do you think it's the Shrike?" asked Hoyt.

The Consul nade a gesture. 'The Shrike doesn't have to clank around
downstairs. It can sinply appear..

here."

Hoyt shook his head. 'I mean the Shrike that has been the cause of
everyone's... absence. The signs of slaughter here in the Keep."

'The enpty villages might be the result of the evacuation order,' said
the Consul. 'No one wants to stay behind to face the Qusters. The SDF
forces have been running wild. Mch of the carnage could be their

doi ng. "

"Wth no bodies?" |aughed Martin Silenus. 'Wshful thinking. Qur
absent hosts downstairs dangle now on the

Shrike's steel tree. \Were, ere long, we too will be." 'Shut up,’
Brawne Lamia said tiredly.

"And if | don't,' grinned the poet, '"will you shoot ne,

madan?"

'Yes."

The silence lasted until Col onel Kassad returned. He reactivated the
tri ppbeans and turned to the group seated on packing crates and fl owf oam
cubes. 'It was nothing.

Sone carrion birds - harbingers, | think the locals call them- had cone
in through the broken glass doors in the dining hall and were finishing
the feast."

Si | enus chuckl ed. 'Harbingers. Very appropriate." Kassad sighed, sat
on a blanket with his back to a crate, and poked at his cold food. A
single lantern brought fromthe w ndwagon |ighted the room and the
shadows were beginning to mount the walls in the corners away fromthe
door to the balcony. 'It's our |ast

night,' said Kassad. 'One nore story to tell." He |ooked at the Consul
The Consul had been twisting his slip of paper with the nunber 7
scramed on it. He licked his lips. 'Wat's the purpose? The purpose
of the pilgrinmge has been destroyed al ready."

The others stirred.

"What do you nean?" asked Fat her Hoyt.



The Consul crunpled the paper and threwit into a corner. 'For the
Shrike to grant a request, the band of pilgrinms nust constitute a prine
nunber. W had seven.

Masteen's ... disappearance ... reduces us to six.
We go to our deaths now with no hope of a wi sh being granted.™
"Superstition,' said Lam a

The Consul sighed and rubbed his brow. 'Yes. But that is our fina
hope. "

Fat her Hoyt gestured toward the sl eeping infant.
‘Can't Rachel be our seventh?"

Sol Weintraub rubbed his beard. 'No. A pilgrimmust cone to the Tonbs
of his or her own free will."

"But she did once,' said Hoyt. 'Maybe it qualifies.” '"No,' said the
Consul .

Martin Silenus had been witing notes on a pad but now he stood and
paced the length of the room 'Jesus Christ, people. Look at us. W're
not six fucking pilgrins, we're a nob. Hoyt there with his cruciform
carrying the ghost of Paul Dur6. Qur "senmisentient" erg in the box
there. Colonel Kassad with his nenory of Moneta. M Brawne there, if
we are to believe her tale, carrying not only an unborn child but a dead
Romantic poet. Qur scholar with the child his daughter used to be.

Me with my nuse. The Consul wth whatever fucking baggage he's brought
to this insane trek. M God, people, we should have received a fucking
group rate for this trip."

"Sit down,' said Lamia in a dead even tone.

'"No, he's right,' said Hoyt. 'Even the presence of Father Dur6 in
cruci form must affect the prime-nunber superstition sonehow. | say that
we press on in the norning in the belief that..."

"Look!" cried Brawne Lam a, pointing to the bal cony doorway where the
fading twilight had been replaced with pul ses of strong |ight.

The group went out into the cool evening air, shielding their eyes from
t he staggering display of silent explosions which filled the sky: pure
white fusion bursts expanding |ike explosive ripples across a |lapis
pond; smaller, brighter plasnma inplosions in blue and yel |l ow and
brightest red, curling inward like flowers folding for the night: the

i ghtning dance of gigantic heliwhip displays, beans the size of snal
worlds cutting their swath across |ight-hours and being contorted by the
riptides of defensive singularities: the aurora shi mer of defense
fields | eaping and dyi ng under the assault of terrible energies only to
be reborn nanoseconds later. Anmid it all, the blue-white fusion tails
of torchships and | arger warships slicing perfectly true |ines across
the sky like dianond scratches on blue gl ass.



'"The Qusters,' breathed Brawne Lam a

'The war's begun,' said Kassad. There was no elation in his voice, no
enotion of any kind.

The Consul was shocked to discover that he was weeping silently. He
turned his face fromthe group

"Are we in danger here?" asked Martin Silenus. He sheltered under the
stone' archway of the door, squinting at the brilliant display.

‘"Not at this distance,' said Kassad. He raised his conbat binoculars,
made an adjustnment, and consulted his tactical tom og. 'Mst of the
engagenments are at |least three AU away. The Qusters are testing the
FORCE: space defenses." He |lowered the glasses. 'It's just begun.”

'Has the farcaster been activated yet?" asked Brawne Lamia. 'Are the
peopl e bei ng evacuated from Keats and the other cities?"

Kassad shook his head. 'I don't believe so. Not yet.

The fleet will be fighting a holding action until the cislunar sphere is
conpl eted. Then the evacuation portals will be opened to the Wb while
FORCE units come through by the hundreds."” He raised the binocul ars
again. 'It'll be a hell of a show"

"Look!" It was Father Hoyt pointing this tine, not at the fireworks

di splay in the sky but out across the | ow dunes of the northern noors.
Several kiloneters toward the unseen Tonmbs, a single figure was just
visible as a speck of a formthrowi ng multiple shadows under the
fractured sky.

Kassad trained his glasses on the figure.

' The Shrike?" asked Lani a

"No, | don't think so... | think it's... a Tenplar by the | ooks of the
robe. "

'Het Masteen!" cried Father Hoyt.

Kassad shrugged and handed the gl asses around. The Consul wal ked back
to the group and | eaned on the bal cony.

There was no sound but the whisper of wind, but that nade the violence
of expl osi ons above them nore onm nous sonehow.

The Consul took his turn | ooking when the glasses came to him The
figure was tall and robed, its back to the Keep, and strode across the
flashing verm |ion sands w th purposeful intent.

'lIs he headed toward us or the Tonmbs?" asked Lani a

'The Tonbs,' said the Consul

Fat her Hoyt | eaned el bows on the | edge and raised his gaunt face to the
exploding sky. 'If it is Masteen, then we're back to seven, aren't we?"



"He'll arrive hours before us,' said the Consul. 'Half a day if we
sl eep here tonight as we proposed."”

Hoyt shrugged. 'That can't nmatter too nuch. Seven set out on the
pilgrimge. Seven will arrive. The Shrike will be satisfied."

"If it/s Masteen,' said Col onel Kassad, 'why the charade on the

wi ndwagon? And how did he get here before us? There were no other
trancars running and he couldn't have wal ked over the Bridl e Range
passes.”

‘W' |1 ask himwhen we arrive at the Tombs tonorrow,' Father Hoyt said
tiredly.

Brawne Lami a had been trying to raise sonmeone on her conlog's genera
comm frequenci es. Nothing energed but the hiss of static and the
occasi onal grow of distant EMPs. She | ooked at Col onel Kassad. 'When
do they start bombi ng?"

"1 don't know. It depends uporr the strength of the FORCE fl eet
def enses. "

' The defenses weren't very good the other day when the Quster scouts got
t hrough and destroyed the

Yggdrasi!i,' said Lam a

Kassad nodded.

'"Hey,' said Martin Silenus, 'are we sitting on a fucking target?"

"OfF course,' said the Consul. 'If the Qusters are attacking Hyperion to
prevent the opening of the Time Tonbs, as M Lanmia's tale suggests,
then the Tonbs and this entire area would be a prinmary target."

"For nukes?" asked Silenus, his voice strained.

"Alnost certainly,' answered Kassad.

"1 thought sonething about the anti-entropic fields kept ships away from
here,' said Father Hoyt.

'Crewed ships,' said the Consul without |ooking back at the others from
where he | eaned on the railing. 'The anti-entropic fields won't bother
gui ded nissiles, smart bonbs, or hellwhip beans. It won't bother mech
infantry, for that matter. The Qusters could land a few attack skimers
or automated tanks and watch on renpte while they destroy the valley."

"But they won't,' said Brawne Lamia. 'They want to control Hyperion
not destroy it."

"I wouldn't wager my life on that supposition,' said Kassad.
Lamia smiled at him 'But we are, aren't we, Colonel?"

Above them a single spark separated itself fromthe continuous



pat chwor k of explosions, grew into a bright orange enber, and streaked
across the sky. The group on the terrace could see the flanes, hear the
tortured shriek of atmospheric penetration. The fireball disappeared
beyond the mountai ns behi nd the Keep

Almost a minute later, the Consul realized that he had been holding his
breath, his hands rigid on the stone railing. He let out air in a gasp.
The others seened to be taking a breath at the same nmoment. There had
been no expl osion, no shock wave rumbling through the rock

"A dud?" asked Father Hoyt.

"Probably an injured FORCE skirm sher trying to reach the orbita
perimeter or the spaceport at Keats,' said Col onel Kassad.

"He didn't make it, did he?" asked Lamia. Kassad did not respond.

Martin Silenus lifted the field glasses and searched the darkeni ng noors
for the Tenplar. 'Qut of sight,' said Silenus. 'The good Captain
either rounded that hill just this side of the Tinme Tonbs valley or he
pul | ed his di sappearing act again."

'"It's a pity that we'll never hear his story,' said Father Hoyt. He
turned toward the Consul. 'But we'll hear yours, won't we?"

The Consul rubbed his pal ns agai nst his pant legs. H's heart was
racing. 'Yes,' he said, realizing even as he spoke that he had finally
made up his mind. 'I'"11 tell mne."

The wind roared down the east slopes of the nountains and whistled al ong
t he escarpnent of Chronos Keep. The expl osions above them seened to
have di m ni shed ever so slightly, but the com ng of darkness nmde each
one | ook even nore violent than the |ast.

'"Let's go inside,' said Lam a, her words alnpst lost in the wind sound.
"It's getting cold."

They had turned off the single lanmp and the interior of the roomwas
lighted only by the heat-1ightning pul ses of color fromthe sky outside.
Shadows sprang into being, vanished, and appeared again as the room was
painted in many colors. Sonetines the darkness would | ast severa
seconds before the next barrage.

The Consul reached into his traveling bag and took out a strange device,
| arger than a com og, oddly orna-nented, and fronted with a liquid
crystal diskey |ike sonething out of a history holo.

"Secret fatline transmitter?" Brawne Lami a asked dryly.

The Consul's snile showed no hunor. 'It's an ancient comog. It cane
out during the Hegira." He renpoved a standard m cro-di sk froma pouch on
his belt and inserted it. 'Like Father Hoyt, | have soneone else's tale

to tell before you can understand my own."

"Christ on a stick,' sneered Martin Silenus, '"am| the only one who can
tell a straightforward story in this fucking herd? How long do | have
to..."



The Consui's movenent surprised even hinmself. He rose, spun, caught the
smal l er man by the cape and shirt-front, slammed hi magainst the wail,
draped himover a packing crate with a knee in Silenus's belly and a
forearm against his throat, and hissed, 'One nore word fromyou, poet,
and I'Il kill you."

Sil enus began to struggle but a tightening on his w ndpi pe and a gl ance
at the Consul's eyes made hi m cease.

His face was very white.

Col onel Kassad silently, alnost gently, separated the two. 'There will
be no nore conments,' he said. He touched the deathwand in his belt.

Martin Silenus went to the far side of the circle, still rubbing his
throat, and slunped against a crate without a word. The Consul strode
to the door, took several deep breaths, and wal ked back to the group. He
spoke to everyone but the poet. 'I'msorry. It is just that . . . |
never expected to share this."

The light fromoutside surged red and then white, followed by a blue
gl ow whi ch faded to near darkness.

"W know,' Brawne Lamia said softly. "W all felt that way."

The Consul touched his lower |ip, nodded, roughly cleared his throat,
and came to sit by the ancient com og.

"The recording is not as old as the instrunent,' he said.

"It was nmde about fifty standard years ago. |'ll have sone nore to say
when it's over." He paused as if there were nore to be said, shook his
head, and thunbed the antique diskey.

There were no visuals. The voice was that of a young man. |In the
background one coul d hear a breeze bl owi ng through grass or soft
branches and, nore distantly, the roll of surf.

Qutside, the light pulsed madly as the tenpo of the distant space battle
qui ckened. The Consul tensed as he waited for the crash and concussion
There was none. He closed his eyes and |istened with the others.

THE CONSUL' S TALE: Remenbering Sir

| clinmb the steep hill to Siri's tonb on the day the islands return to
the shall ow seas of the Equatorial Archipel ago.

The day is perfect and | hate it for being so. The sky is as tranqui
as tales of Od Earth's seas, the shallows are dappled with ultramarine
tints, and a warm breeze blows in fromthe sea to ripple the russet

wi |l owgrass on the hillside near ne.

Better |ow clouds and gray gl oomon such a day. Better mist or a
shroudi ng fog which sets the masts in First-site Harbor dripping and
rai ses the lighthouse horn fromits slunbers. Better one of the great
sea- si noons bl owi ng up out of the cold belly of the south, Iashing



before it the notile isles and their dol phin herders until they seek
refuge in the lee of our atolls and stony peaks.

Anyt hi ng woul d be better than this warm spring day when the sun noves
through a vault of sky so blue that it makes ne want to run, to junp in
great loping arcs, and to roll in the soft grass as Siri and | have done
at just this spot.

Just this spot. | pause to |ook around. The w |l owgrass bends and
ripples like the fur of sone great beast as the salt-tinged breeze gusts
up out of the south. | shield ny eyes and search the horizon but
not hi ng noves there.

Qut beyond the lava reef, the sea begins to chop and lift itself in
nervous strokes.

"Siri," | whisper. | say her name without neaning to do so. A hundred
nmeters down the slope, the crowmd pauses to watch ne and to catch its
collective breath. The procession of nourners and cel ebrants stretches
for nore than a kilometer to where the white buildings of the city
begin. | can nake out the gray and bal di ng head of ny younger son in
the vanguard. He is wearing the blue and gold robes of the Hegenony.
know that | should wait for him walk with him but he and the ot her
agi ng Counci|l menbers cannot keep up with my young, ship-trained nmuscles
and steady stride. But decorumdictates that | should walk with him and
ny granddaughter Lira and ny nine-year-old grandson

To hell with it. And to hell with them

| turn and jog up the steep hillside. Sweat begins to soak ny | oose
cotton shirt before | reach the curving

summit of the ridge and catch sight of the tonb.
Siri' s tonb.

| stop. The wind chills ne although the sunlight is warm enough as it
glints off the flaw ess white stone of the silent mausol eum The grass
is high near the sealed entrance to the crypt. Rows of faded festiva
pennants on ebony staffs line the narrow gravel path.

Hesitating, | circle the tonb and approach the steep cliff edge a few
nmeters beyond. The willowgrass is bent and tranpl ed here where
irreverent picnickers have laid their blankets. There are several fire
rings formed fromthe perfectly round, perfectly white stones purl oined
fromthe border of the gravel path.

| cannot stop a smile. | know the view fromhere: the great curve of
the outer harbor with its natural seawall, the low, white buildings of
Firstsite, and the colorful hulls and masts of the catamarans bobbi ng at
anchor age.

Near the pebbl e beach beyond Conmon Hall, a young wonan in a white skirt
noves toward the water. For a second | think that it is Siri and ny
heart pounds. 1 half prepare to throw up my arns in response to her
wave but she does not wave. | watch in silence as the distant figure
turns away and is lost in the shadows of the old boat building.



Above nme, far out fromthe cliff, a wi de-wi nged Thomas Hawk circles
above the | agoon on rising thermals and scans the shifting bluekel p beds
with its infrared vision, seeking out harp seals or torpids. Nature hv
stupid, | think and sit in the soft grass. Nature sets the stage al
wong for such a day and then it is insensitive enough to throwin a
bird searching for prey which have long since fled the polluted waters
near the growing city.

I renmenber another Thomas Hawk on that first night when Siri and |I cane
to this hilltop. | renenber the nmoonlight on its wi ngs and the strange,
haunting cry

whi ch echoed off the cliff and seened to pierce the dark air above the
gaslights of the village bel ow.

Siri was sixteen... no, not quite sixteen... and the noonlight that
touched the hawk's wi ngs above us also painted her bare skin with m]lKky
light and cast shadows beneath the soft circles of her breasts. W
| ooked up guiltily when the bird's cry cut the night and Siri said,
"It was the nightingale and not the lark, That pierc'd the fearfu
hol | ow of thine ear." '

"Huh?" | said. Siri was al nbst sixteen. | was ni neteen

But Siri knew the sl ow pace of books and the cadences of theater under
the stars. | knew only the stars.

'Rel ax, young Shi pman,' she whi spered and pulled ne down beside her
then. 'It's only an old Tomis Hawk hunting. Stupid bird. Cone back
Shi pman. Cone back, Merin."

The Los Angel es had chosen that noment to rise above the horizon and to
float |ike a wi nd-borne enber west across the strange constell ations of
Maui - Covenant, Siri's world. | lay next to her and described the
wor ki ngs of the great Hawki ng-drive spinship which was catching the high
sunl i ght agai nst the drop of night above us, and all the while ny hand
was sliding |l ower along her snoboth side, her skin seenmed all velvet and
electricity, and her breath cane nore quickly agai nst ny shoul der. |

| owered nmy face to the holl ow of her neck, to the sweat and perfune
essence of her tousled hair

"Siri," | say and this tine her nanme is not unbidden

Bel ow me, below the crest of the hill and the shadow of the white tonb,
the crowd stands and shuffles. They are inpatient with ne. They want
nme to unseal the tonb, to enter, and to have ny private nonment in the
cool silent enptiness that has replaced the warm presence that was Siri.
They want me to say my farewells so they can get on with their rites and
rituals, open the farcaster doors, and

join the waiting Wrldweb of the Hegenony.
To hell with that. And to hell with them

| pull up a tendril of the thickly woven wi |l owgrass, chew on the sweet
stem and watch the horizon for the first sign of the mgrating islands.



The shadows are stil

long in the morning light. The day is young. | will sit here for a
whil e and renenber.

I will renenber Siri.

Siri was a... what?... a bird, | think, the first tine 1 saw her. She
was wearing some sort of mask with bright feathers. Wen she renoved it
tojoin in the racene quadrille, the torchlight caught the deep auburn
tints of her hair. She was flushed, cheeks aflame, and even from across
the crowded conmmon | could see the startling green of her eyes
contrasting with the sunmer heat of her face and hair. It was Festiva
Ni ght, of course. The torches danced and sparked to the stiff breeze
comng in off the harbor and the sound of the flutists on the break-wal
pl aying for the passing isles was al nbst drowned out by surf sounds and
the crack of pennants snapping in the wind. Siri was al nbst sixteen and
her beauty burned nore brightly than any of the torches set round the

throng-filled square. | pushed through the dancing crowd and went to
her .

It was five years ago for ne. It was nore than sixty five years ago for
us. It seems only yesterday.

This is not going well
Where to start?

"What say we go find a little nooky, kid?" Mke Osho was speaking.

Short, squat, his pudgy face a clever caricature of a Buddha, M ke was a
god to ne then. W were all gods; long-lived if not immortal, well paid
if not quite divine. The Hegenmony had chosen us to help crew one of its
preci ous quantum| eap spinships, so how could we be [ ess than gods? It
was just that Mke, brilliant, nercurial, irreverent Mke, was a little
older and a little higher in the Shipboard pant heon than young Merin
Aspi c.

"Hah. Zero probability of that,' | said. W were scrubbing up after a
twel ve-hour shift with the farcaster construction crew. Shuttling the
wor kers around their chosen singularity point some one hundred and

si xty-three thousand kil ometers out from Maul - Covenant was a | ot |ess
gl anorous for us than the four-nmonth | eap from Hegenony-space. During
the C-plus portion of the

trip we had been naster specialists; forty-nine starship experts
shepherdi ng sone two hundred nervous passengers.

Now t he passengers had their hardsuits on and we Shi pmen had been
reduced to serving as glorified truck drivers as the construction crew
wrestl ed the bulky singularity contai nnent sphere into place.

"Zero probability,' | repeated. 'Unless the groundlings have added a
whor ehouse to that quarantine island they | eased us."

'Nope. They haven't,' grinned Mke. He and | had our three days of
pl anetary R and R com ng up but we knew from Shi pnaster Singh's
briefings and the npbans of our Shipnmates that the only ground tinme we



had to | ook forward to woul d be spent on a seven-by-four-Kkiloneter

i sl and admi ni stered by the Hegenbny. It wasn't even one of the notile

i sles we had heard about, just another vol canic peak near the equator
Once there, we could i:ount on real gravity underfoot, unfiltered air to
breat he, and the chance to taste unsynthesized food. But we could also
count on the fact that the only intercourse we would have with the
Maul - Covenant col oni sts woul d be through buying local artifacts at the
duty-free store.

Even those were sold by Hegenony trade specialists.

Many of our Shi pmates had chosen to spend their R and R on the Los
Angel es.

'"So how do we find a little nooky, Mke? The colonies are off limts
until the farcaster's working. That's about sixty years away, |oca
time. O are you tal king about Meg in spinconmp?”

"Stick with ne, kid,' said Mke. 'Were there's a will, there's a way."

| stuck with Mke. There were only five of us in the dropship. It was
always a thrill to me to fall out of high orbit into the atnbsphere of a
real world. Especially a world that | ooked as much Iike A d Earth as
Maul - Covenant did. | stared at the blue and white linb of the planet
until the seas were down and we were in atnosphere, approaching the
twilight termnator in a gentle glide at three tinmes the speed of our
own sound.

W& were gods then. But even gods nust descend fromtheir high thrones
upon occasi on.

AAA

Siri's body never ceased to amaze nme. That tine on the Archipel ago.
Three weeks in that huge, swaying tree-house under the billow ng
treesails with the dol phin herders keeping pace |ike outriders, tropica

sunsets filling the evening with wonder, the canopy of stars at night,
and our own wake marked by a thousand phosphorescent swirls that
mrrored the constellations above. And still it is Siri's body

renmenber. For some reason-shyness, the years of separation - she wore
two strips of swinsuit for the first few days of our Archipel ago stay

and the soft white of her breasts and | ower belly had not darkened to

match the rest of her tan before |I had to | eave again.

| renmenber her that first time. Triangles in the noonlight as we lay in
the soft grass above Firstsite Harbor

Her silk pants catching on a weave of willowgrass. There was a child's
nodesty then; the slight hesitation of sonething given prematurely. But
al so pride. The sane pride that later allowed her to face down the
angry mob of Separatists on the steps of the Hegenbny consulate in South
Tern and send themto their hones in shamre.

I remenber ny fifth planetfall, our Fourth Reunion

It was one of the fewtines | ever saw her cry. She was al nost rega

in
her fanme and wi sdom by then. She had been elected four tines to the Al



Thi ng and the Hegenmony Council turned to her for advice and gui dance.

She wore her independence |ike a royal cloak and her fierce pride had
never burned nore brightly. But when we were alone in the stone villa
south of Fevarone, it was she who turned away. | was nervous,
frightened by this powerful stranger, but it was $iri- Siri of the
strai ght back and proud eyes, who turned her face to the wall and said
t hrough tears, 'Go away. Go away, Merin.

| don't want you to see ne. |I'ma crone, all slack and sagging. Go
away. "

| confess that | was rough with her then. | pinned her wists with ny
left hand - using a strength which surprised even me - and tore her

sil ken robe down the front in one nove. | kissed her shoul ders, her

neck, the faded shadows of stretch marks on her taut belly, and the scar

on her upper leg fromthe ski mer crash some forty of her years earlier
| kissed her graying hair and the lines etched in the once snooth
cheeks. | kissed her tears.

"Jesus, Mke, this can't be legal,' 1'd said when ny friend unrolled the
hawki ng mat from his backpack. We were on island 241, as the Hegenony
traders had so romantically naned the desol ate vol canic bl em sh which
they had chosen for our Rand Rsite. Island 241 was less than fifty
kilometers fromthe ol dest of the colonial settlenents but it mght as
wel | have been fifty |light-years away. No native ships were to put in
at the island while Los Angel es crewnen or farcaster worknmen were
present.

The Maul - Covenant col onists had a few ancient skinmmers still in working
order, but by nutual agreenment there would be no overflights. Except
for the dormtories, sw nmmng beach, and the duty-free store, there was
little on the island to interest us Shipmen.

Soneday, when the | ast conponents had been brought in-systemby the Los

Angel es and the farcaster finished, Hegenony officials would nmake island
241 into a center for trade and tourism Until then it was a primtive

place with a dropship grid, newWy finished buildings of the |ocal white

stone, and a few bored nmi nt enance peopl e.

M ke checked the two of us out for three days of backpacking on the
st eepest and nost inaccessible end of the little island.

"I don't want to go backpacking, for Chrissake,' 1'd said. 'I'd rather
stay on the L.A. and plug into a stinsim"

"Shut up and follow ne,' said Mke and, like a | esser nenber of the

pant heon followi ng an ol der and wi ser deity, | had shut up and foll owed.
Two hours of heavy tranping up the sl opes through sharp-branched
scrubtrees brought us to a |lip of lava several hundred neters above the
crashing surf. W were near the equator on a nostly tropical world but
on this exposed | edge the wind was howing and my teeth were chattering.
The sunset was a red snear between dark cumulus to the west and ! had
no wish to be out in the open when full night descended.

"Conme on,' | said. 'Let's get out of the wind and build a fire. |



don't know how the hell we're going to set up a tent on all of this
rock. "

M ke sat down and |it a cannabis stick. 'Take a |ook in your pack
kid."

| hesitated. H's voice had been neutral but it was the flat neutrality
of the practical joker's voice just before the bucket of water descends.
| crouched down and began paw ng through the nylon sack. The pack was
enpty except for old fl owf oam packi ng cubes to fill it out. Those and a
Harl equin's costume conplete with mask and bells on the toes.

"Are you... is this... are you goddamm crazy?" | spluttered. It was
getting dark quickly now. The storm m ght or night not pass to the
south of us. The surf was rasping below |like a hungry beast. |[If | had

known how to find ny owmn way back to .the trade conpound in the dark, |
m ght have considered | eaving M ke Gsho's renmains to feed the fishes far
bel ow.

"Now | ook at what's in ny pack,' he said. M ke dunped out sone fl owf oam
cubes and then renoved sone jewelry of the type |I'd seen handcrafted on
Renai ssance Vector, an inertial conpass, a |aser pen which m ght or

m ght not be | abel ed a conceal ed weapon by Shi pSecurity, another

Harl equin costune - this one tailored to his nore rotund form' and a
hawki ng mat .

"Jesus, Mke,' | said while running ny hand over the exquisite design of
the old carpet, 'this can't be legal."

"I didn't notice any custons agents back there,' grinned Mke. 'And
seriously doubt that the locals have any traffic control ordi nances."

"Yes, but..." | trailed off and unrolled the rest of the mat. It was a
little nore than a nmeter wi de and about two neters long. The rich
fabric had faded with age but the flight threads were still as bright as
new copper. ‘'Were did you get it?" | asked. ‘'Does it still work?"

'On Garden,' said Mke and stuffed ny costune and his other gear into
hi s backpack. 'Yes, it does."

It had been nore than a century since old Vladimr Sholokov, Od Earth
em grant, master |epidopterist, and EM systens engi neer, had handcrafted
the first

hawki ng mat for his beautiful young niece on New Earth. Legend had it
that the niece had scorned the gift but over the decades the toys had
beconme al nost absurdly popular - nore with rich adults than with
childrenuntil they were outlawed on nbst Hegenony worlds. Dangerous to
handl e, a waste of shielded nonofil anents, al nost inpossible to dea
with in controlled airspace, hawking nats had becone curiosities
reserved for bedtine stories, museuns, and a few col ony worl ds.

"It nust have cost you a fortune,' | said.
"Thirty marks,' said Mke and settled hinmself on the center of the

carpet. 'The old dealer in Carvnel Marketplace thought it was
worthless. It was . . . for him 1 brought it back to the ship



charged it up, reprogranmed the inertia chips, and voild!" M ke pal ned
the intricate design and the mat stiffened and rose fifteen centineters
above the rock | edge.

| stared doubtfully. "All right," | said, '"but what if it..."

"It won't,' said Mke and inpatiently patted the carpet behind him
"It's fully charged. | know how to handle it.

Cone on, clinb on or stand back. | want to get going

before that storm gets any closer."
"But | don't think..."
"Conme on, Merin. Make up your mind. I'min a hurry."

| hesitated for another second or two. |If we were caught |eaving the

i sl and, we would both be kicked off the ship. Shipwork was ny life now.
| had nmade that decision when | accepted the ei ght-nission Maui-Covenant
contract. More than that, | was two hundred light-years and five and a
hal f | eap years fromcivilization

Even if they brought us back to Hegenobny-space, the round trip would
have cost us eleven years' worth of friends and famly. The tine-debt
was irrevocabl e.

| crawl ed on the hovering hawki ng mat behi nd M ke.

He stuffed the backpack between us, told ne to hang on, and tapped at

the flight designs. The mat rose five nmeters above the | edge, banked

quickly to the left, and shot out over the alien ocean. Three hundred
net ers bel ow us, the

surf crashed whitely in the deepening gloom W rose higher above the
rough wat er and headed north into the night.

In such seconds of decision entire futures arc made.

I remenber talking to Siri during our Second Reunion, shortly after we
first visited the villa along the coast near Fevarone. W were wal ki ng
al ong the beach. Al16n had been allowed to stay in the city under
Magritte's supervision.

It was just as well. | was not truly confortable with the boy. Only

t he undeni abl e green solemity of his eyes and the disturbing
mrror-famliarity of his short, dark curls and snub of a nose served to
tie himtone... tous . . . inmy nmnd. That and the quick, alnost
sardonic smle | would catch himhiding fromSiri when she repri manded
him It was a smle too cynically anused and sel f-observant to be so
practiced in a ten-year-old. | knewit well. | would have thought such
t hi ngs were | earned, not inherited.

"You know very little,' Siri said to me. She was wadi ng, shoeless, in a
shal l ow tidepool. Fromtinme to time she would lift the delicate shel

of a frenchhorn conch, inspect it for flaws, and drop it back into the
silty water.



Tve been well trained,' | replied.

"Yes, |'msure you've been well trained,' agreed Siri. 'l know you are
quite skillful, Merin. But you know very little."

Irritated, unsure of how to respond, | wal ked along with ny head
lowered. | dug a white |avastone out of the sand and tossed it far out
into the bay. Rain clouds were piling along the eastern horizon.
found nyself wishing that | was back aboard the ship. | had been
reluctant to return this time and now | knew that it had been a m stake.

It was nmy third visit to Maui-Covenant, our Second Reunion as the poets
and her people were calling it. | was five nmonths away from bei ng
twenty-one standard years old. Siri had just cel ebrated her
thirty-seventh birthday three weeks earlier

"I"ve been to a |l ot of places you' ve never seen,' | said at last. It
sounded petul ant and childish even to ne.

"Ch, yes,' said Siri and cl apped her hands together

For a second, in her enthusiasm | glinmpsed ny other Siri -the young
girl 1 had dreaned about during the I ong nine.nonths of turnaround. Then
the image slid back to harsh reality and I was all too aware of her
short hair, the | oosening neck nmuscles, and the cords appearing on the
backs of those once bel oved hands.

"You' ve been to places I'll never see,' said Siri in a rush.

Her voice was the sane. Alnpst the sane. 'Merin, ny |ove, you've
al ready seen things | cannot even inmgine.

You probably know nore facts about the universe than | woul d guess
exist. But you know very little, my darling."

"What the hell are you tal king about, Siri?" | sat down on a
hal f - subnmerged | og near the strip of wet sand and drew ny knees up like
a fence between us.

Siri strode out of the tidepool and cane to kneel in front of ne. She
took my hands in hers and, although mine were bigger, heavier, bluntcr
of finger and bone, | could feel the strength in hers. | inmagined it as
the strength of years | had not shared. 'You have to live to really
know t hings, ny love. Having Al6n has hel ped ne to understand that.
There is sonething about raising a

child that hel ps to sharpen one's sense of what is real." 'How do you
mean?"

Siri squinted away fromnme for a few seconds and absently brushed back a

strand of hair. Her left hand stayed firmy around both of mne. 'I'm
not sure,' she said softly. 'l think one begins to feel when things
aren't inmportant. |'mnot sure howto put it. Wen you' ve spent thirty

years entering roons filled with strangers you feel |ess pressure than
when you've had only hal f that nunber of years of experience. You know
what the roomand the people in it probably hold for you and you go



looking for it. If it's not there, you sense it earlier and | eave to go
about your business. You just know nore about what is, what isn't, and
how little tinme there is to learn the difference. Do you understand,
Merin? Do you

follow nme even a little bit?"

"No,"' | said.

Siri nodded and bit her lower |lip. But she did not speak again for a
while. Instead, she | eaned over and kissed ne.

Her lips were dry and a little questioning. | held back for a second,

seei ng the sky beyond her, wanting tine to think. But then I felt the
warmintrusion of her tongue and closed ny eyes. The tide was coming in
behind us. | felt a synpathetic warnth and rising as Siri unbuttoned ny
shirt and ran sharp fingernails across nmy chest. There was a second of
enpti ness between us and | opened nmy eyes in time to see her unfastening
the Iast buttons on the front of her white dress. Her breasts were

| arger than 1 remenbered, heavier, the nipples broader and darker

The chill air nipped at both of us until | pulled the fabric down her
shoul ders and brought our upper bodies together. W slid down along the
log to the warm sand. | pressed her closer, all the Wile wondering how

| possibly could have thought her the stronger one. Her skin tasted of
salt.

Siri's hands hel ped ne. Her short hair pressed back agai nst bl eached
wood, white cotton, and sand. M pul se outraced the surf.

'"Do you understand, Merin?" she whispered to nme seconds |ater as her
war mt h connect ed us.

"Yes,' | whispered back. But | did not.

M ke brought the hawking mat in fromthe east toward Firstsite. The
flight had taken over an hour in the dark and | had spent nbst of the
time huddling fromthe wind and waiting for the carpet to fold up and
tunmble us both into the sea. W were still half an hour out when we saw
the first of the notile isles. Racing before the storm treesails
billow ng, the islands sailed up fromtheir southern feeding grounds in
seem ngly endl ess procession

Many were !it brilliantly, festooned with col ored
| anterns and shifting veils of gossaner |ight.
"You sure this is the way?" | shout ed.

"Yes,' shouted Mke. He did not turn his head. The wi nd whipped his
| ong bl ack hair back agai nst ny face.

Fromtine to tine he woul d check his conpass and nake small corrections
to our course. It mght have been easier to follow the isles. W
passed one - a large one alnost half a kilonmeter in length - and
strained to make out details but the isle was dark except for the gl ow
of its



phosphorescent wake. Dark shapes cut through the m|ky waves. | tapped
M ke on the shoul der and poi nt ed.

' Dol phins!" he shouted. 'That's what this colony was all about,
renmenmber? A bunch of do-gooders during the Hegira wanted to save al
the manmals in Od Earth's oceans. Didn't succeed."

| woul d have shouted anot her question but at that nonent the headl and
and Firstsite Harbor cane into view

| had thought the stars were bright above Mui-Covenant.

| had thought the migrating islands were nmenorable in their colorfu
display. But the city of First-site, wapped about with harbor and
hills, was a blazing beacon in the night. |Its brilliance rem nded ne of
a torchship | once had watched while it created its own plasnma nova
against the dark limb of a sullen gas giant..

The city was a five-tiered honeyconmb of white buildings, all illumnated
by warmy glowing lanterns fromw thin and by countless torches from
without. The white |ava-stone of the volcanic island itself seened to
glow fromthe city light. Beyond the town were tents, pavilions,
canpfires, cooking fires, and great flam ng pyres, too large for
function, too large for anything except to serve as a welcone to the
returning isles.

The harbor was filled with boats: bobbing catamarans with cowbells
clanking fromtheir nmasts, large-hulled, flat-bottoned house-boats built
for creeping fromport to port in the cal mequatorial shallows but
proudly ablaze with strings of lights this night, and then the

occasi onal oceangoi ng yacht, sleek and functional as a shark

A lighthouse set out on the pincer's end of the harbor reef threwits
beam far out to sea, illum nated wave and isle alike, and then swept its
light back in to catch the col orful bobbing of ships and nen.

Even fromtwo kil oneters out we coul d hear the noi se.

Sounds of celebration were clearly audible. Above the shouts and
constant susurration of the surf rose the unm stakabl e notes of a Bach
flute sonata. | learned later that this wel com ng chorus was
transmitted through hydrophones to the Passage Channel s where dol phi ns
| eaped and cavorted to the nusic.

"My God, Mke, how did you know all of this was going on?"
' 1 asked the main ship computer,' said Mke. The hawki ng nmat banked
right to keep us far out fromthe ships and |ighthouse beam Then we
curved back in north of Firstsite toward a dark spit o fland. | could
hear the soft boom ng of waves on the shall ows ahead. 'They have this
festival every year,' Mke went on, 'but this is their sesquicentennial

The party's been going on for three weeks now and is scheduled to
continue another two. There are only about a hundred thousand col onists
on this whole world, Merin, and | bet half of themare here partying."



We sl owed, cane in carefully, and touched down on a rocky outcropping
not far fromthe beach. The stormhad mssed us to the south but
intermttent flashes of lightning and the distant |ights of advancing
isles still marked the horizon. Overhead, the stars were not di med by
the glow fromFirstsite just over the rise fromus. The air was warner
here and | caught the scent of orchards on the breeze. W folded up the
hawki ng mat and hurried to get into our Harlequin costunes. M ke
slipped his laser pen and jewelry into | oose pockets.

"What are those for?" | asked as we secured the backpack and hawki ng nat
under a | arge boul der

' These?" asked M ke as he dangl ed a Renai ssance neckl ace fromhis
fingers. 'These are currency in case we have to

negotiate for favors."
' Favor s?"

'Favors,' repeated Mke. 'A lady's largesse. Confort to a weary
spacefarer. Nooky to you, kid."

"Ch,' | said and adjusted my mask and fool's cap. The bells nmade a soft
sound in the dark.

"Conme on,' said Mke. "W'Il mss the party." | nodded and fol |l owed
him bells jangling, as we picked our way over stone and scrub toward
the waiting |ight.

| sit here in the sunlight and wait. | amnot totally certain what | am
waiting for. | can feel a growing warnth on ny back as the norning
sunlight is reflected fromthe white stone of Siri's tonb.

Siri's tonb?

There are no clouds in the sky. | raise nmy head and squint skyward as
if I mght be able to see the L.A. and the newy finished farcaster
array through the glare of atnosphere. | cannot. Part of ne knows that

they have not risen yet. Part of me knows to the second the tine
remai ni ng before ship and farcaster conplete their transit to the
zenith. Part of me does not want to think

about it.

Siri, am| doing the right thing?

There is the sudden sound of pennants stirring on their staffs as the

wi nd comes up. | sense rather than see the restl essness of the waiting
cromd. For the first time since ny planetfall for this, our Seventh
Reunion, | amfilled with sorrow. No, not sorrow, not yet, but a

shar p-t oot hed sadness which soon will open into grief. For years | have
carried on silent conversations with Siri, fram ng questions to nyself
for future discussion with her, and it suddenly strikes ne with cold
clarity that we will never again sit together and talk. An enptiness
begins to grow inside ne.

Should | let it happen, Siri?



There is no response except for the growing nmurnmurs of the cromd. 1In a
few m nutes-they will send Donel, mnmy younger and surviving son, or his
daughter Lira and her brother up the hill to urge me on. | toss away
the sprig of willowgrass |I've been chewing on. There is a hint of
shadow on the horizon. It could be a cloud. O it could be the first
of the isles, driven by instinct and the spring northerlies to mgrate
back to the great band of the equa torial shallows whence they cane. It
does not matter.

Siri, am| doing the right thing?
There is no answer and the time grows shorter.
Sonetimes Siri seemed so ignorant it nmade ne sick

She knew nothing of ny Iife away fromher. She would ask questions but

| sometines wondered if she was interested in the answers. | spent nany
hours expl ai ni ng the beautiful physics behind our spinships but she
never did seemto understand. Once, after | had taken great care to
detail the differences between their ancient seedship and the Los

Angel es, Siri astounded ne by asking, 'But why

did it take ny ancestors eighty years of shiptime to reach Maul - Covenant
when you can nake the trip in a hundred and thirty days?" She had
under st ood not hi ng.

Siri's sense of history was, at best, pitiful. She viewed the Hegenony
and the Worldweb the way a child would view the fantasy world of a

pl easant but rather silly nyth; there was an indifference there that

al rost drove ne mad at times.

Siri knew all about the early days of the Hegira - at |east insofar as
they pertained to the Mui-Covenant and the colonists - and she
occasionally would conme up with delightful bits of archaic trivia or
phraseol ogy, but she knew nothing of post-Hegira realities. Nanes |like
Garden and the Qusters, Renaissance and Lusus neant little to her. |
could mention Sal nud Brew or General Horace d ennon-Hei ght and she woul d
have no associations or reactions at all. None.

The last tine | saw Siri she was seventy standard years old. She was
seventy years old and still she had never traveled of fworld, used a
fatline, tasted any al coholic drink except wine, interfaced with an
enpat hy surgeon, stepped through a farcaster door, snmoked a cannahis
stick, received gene tailoring, plugged into a stinsim received any
formal schooling, taken any RNA nedication, heard of Zen Gnhostics or the
Shri ke Church, or flown any vehicle except an ancient Vi kken ski nmer

bel onging to her famly

Siri had never nade |ove to anyone except ne. O so she said. And so
bel i eved. ,

It was during our First Reunion, that tinme on the Archipelago, when Sir
took me to talk with the dol phins.

We had risen to watch the dawn. The hi ghest | evels of the tree-house
were a perfect place fromwhich to watch the eastern sky pal e and fade



to norning. Ripples of high cirrus turned to rose and then the sea
itself grew nolten as the sun floated above the flat horizon

"Let's go swimming,' said Sift. The rich, horizontal Iight bathed her
skin and threw her shadow four neters across the boards of the platform

"I"'mtoo tired," | said. 'Later." W had |ain awake

nost of the night tal king, making |ove, talking, and meki ng | ove agai n.
In the glare of norning | felt enpty and vaguely nauseated. | sensed
the slight novenent of the isle under me as a tinge of vertigo, a
drunkard's disconnection fromagravity.

"No. Let's go now,' said Siri and grasped ny hand to pull ne along. |
was irritated but did not argue. Siri was twenty-six, seven years ol der
than | during that First Reunion, but her inpulsive behavior often

rem nded me of the teen-aged Siri | had carried away fromthe Festiva
only ten of ny nonths earlier. Her deep, unselfconious | augh was the
same. Her green eyes cut as sharply when she was inpatient. The |ong
mane of auburn hair had not changed. But her body had ripened, filled
out with a prom se which had been only hinted at before. Her breasts
were still high and full, alnmost girlish, bordered above by freckles
that gave way to a whiteness so translucent that a gentle blue tracery
of veins could be seen. But they were different sonehow. She was
different.

"Are you going to join nme or just sit there staring?" asked Siri. She
had slipped off her caftan as we came out onto the | owest deck. Qur
small ship was still tied to the dock. Above us, the island' s treesails

were beginning to open to the norning breeze. For the past several days
Siri had insisted on wearing swi nstrips when we went into the water. She
wore none now. Her nipples rose in the cool air

"Wn't we be left behind?" | asked, squinting up at the flapping
treesails. On previous days we had waited for the doldruns in the

m ddl e of the day when the isle was still in the water, the sea a gl azed
mrror. Nowthe jibvines were beginning to pull taut as the thick

| eaves filled with w nd.

"Don't be silly,' said Siri. 'W could always catch a keel -root and
follow it back. That or a feeding tendril. Conme on." She tossed an
osnosi s mask at nme and donned her own. The transparent film nade her
face look slick with oil. Fromthe pocket of her discarded caftan she
lifted a thick nedallion and set it in place around her neck. The

net al | ooked dark and om nous agai nst her skin
"What's that?" | asked.
Siri did not lift the osnmbsis mask to answer. She set the

cont hreads in place agai nst her neck and handed ne the earplugs. Her
voi ce was tinny. 'Translation disk,' she said. 'Thought you knew al
about gadgets, Merin. Last one in's a seaslug."” She held the disk in
pl ace between her breasts with one hand and stepped off the isle. |
could see the pale globes of her buttocks as she pirouetted and ki cked
for depth. 1In seconds she was only a white blur deep in the water. |



slipped my own nmask on, pressed the conthreads tight, and stepped into
t he sea.

The bottom of the isle was a dark stain on a ceiling of crystalline
light. | was wary of the thick feeding tendrils even though Siri had
anply denonstrated that they were interested in devouring nothing |arger
than the tiny zoopl ankton that even now caught the sunlight like dust in
an abandoned ballroom Keeiroots descended |ike gnarled stalactites for
hundreds of meters into the purple depths.

The isle was moving. | could see the faint fibrillation of the tendrils
as they trailed along. A wake caught the light ten nmeters above nme. For
a second | was choking, the gel of the mask snothering me as surely as

t he surroundi ng water would, and then | relaxed and the air fl owed
freely into ny |lungs.

' Deeper, Merin,' canme Siri's voice. | blinked - a slownotion blink as
the mask readjusted itself over ny eyes- and caught sight of Siri twenty
nmeters |l ower, grasping a keelroot and trailing effortlessly above the
col der, deeper currents where the light did not reach. 1 thought of the
t housands of meters of water under ne, of the things which mght |urk

t here, unknown, unsought out by the human colonists. | thought of the
dark and the depths and nmy scrotumtightened involuntarily.

"Conme on down." Siri's voice was an insect buzz in ny ears. | rotated
and ki cked. The buoyancy here was not so great as in Ad Earth'sseas,
but it still took energy to dive so deep. The mask conpensated for

depth and nitrogen but | could feel the pressure against my skin and
ears.

Finally i quit kicking, grabbed a keelroot, and roughly haul ed nysel f
down to Siri's level.

We floated side by side in the dimlight. Siri was a

spectral figure here, her long hair swirling in a w ne-dark ninbus, the
pal e strips of her body glowing in the blue-green light. The surface
seened i nmpossibly distant. The widening V of the wake and the drift of
the scores of tendrils showed that the isle was noving nore quickly now,
novi ng mndl essly to other feeding grounds, distant waters.

"Where are the..." | began to subvocali ze.

"Shhh," said Siri. She fiddled with the nedallion. | could hear them
then: the shrieks and trills and whistles and cat purrs and echoi ng
cries. The depths were suddenly filled with strange nusic.

"Jesus,' | said and because Siri had tuned our cornthreads to the
transl ator, the word was broadcast as a sensel ess whistle and toot.

"Hell o!" she called and the transl ated greeting echoed fromthe
transmtter; a high-speed bird' s call sliding into the ultrasonic.
"Hell o!" she call ed agai n.

M nut es passed before the dol phins canme to investigate.

They roll ed past us, surprisingly large, alarm ngly large, their skin



| ooking slick and nuscled in the uncertain light. A large one swam
within a meter of us, turning at the |ast noment so that the white of
his belly curved past us like a wall. | could see the dark eye rotate
to follow me as he passed. One stroke of his w de fluke kicked up a
turbul ence strong enough to convince ne of the aninal's power.

"Hello," called Siri but the swift formfaded into distant haze and
there was a sudden silence. Siri clicked off the translator. 'Do you
want to talk to then?" she asked.

"Sure."” | was dubious. Mrre than three centuries of effort had not

rai sed nuch of a dial ogue between man and sea mammal. M ke had once
told me that the thought structures of Od Earth's two groups of orphans
were too different, the referents too few One pre-Hegira expert had
witten that speaking to a dol phin or porpoi se was about as rewardi ng as
speaking to a one-year-old human infant. Both sides usually enjoyed the
exchange and there was a simulacrum of conversation, but neither party
woul d cone away the nore know edgeable. Siri switched the translator

di sk back on. '"Hello,' | said.

There was a final mnute of silence and then our ear-phones were buzzing
whil e the sea echoed shrill ululations.

di st ance/ noof i uke/ heil o-tone?/ current pul se/circle ne/funny?

"What the hell?" | asked Siri and the translator trilled out ny
qguestion. Siri was grinning under her osnpsis mask.

| tried again. 'Hello! Geetings from.. wuh... the surface. How are
you?"
The large male . . . | assuned it to be a nale

curved in toward us |ike a torpedo. He arch-kicked his way through the
water ten tines faster than | could have swumeven if | had remenbered
to don flippers that norning. For a second | thought he was going to
ramus and | raised ny knees and clung tightly to the keelroot.

Then he was past us, clinbing for air, while Siri and | reeled fromhis
turbul ent wake and the high tones of his shout.

no- fi uke/ no-f eed/ no- swi nf no- pl ay/ no-f un

Siri switched off the translator and floated closer. She lightly
grasped nmy shoulders while | held on to the keel-root with ny right
hand. CQur |egs touched as we drifted through the warmwater. A schoo
of tiny crimson warriorfish flickered above us while the dark shapes of
t he dol phins circled farther out.

' Had enough?" she asked. Her hand was flat on nmy chest.

"One nore try,' | said. Siri nodded and twi sted the disk to life. The
current pushed us together again. She slid her arm around ne.

"Way do you herd the islands?" | asked the bottl e-nosed shapes circling
in the dappled light. 'How does it benefit you to stay with the isles?"



soundi ng now ol d songs/ deep wat er/ no- G eat Voi ces/ no- Shar k/ ol d songs/ new
songs.

Siri's body lay along the length of me now Her left armtightened
around ne. 'Great Voices were the whales,' she whispered. Her hair
fanned out in streamners.

Her right hand noved down and seemed surprised at what it found.
"Do you miss the Great Voices?" | asked the shadows.

There was no response. Sift slid her |egs around ny hips.

The surface was a churning bow of light forty meters above us.
"What do you miss nost of AOd Earth's oceans?" | asked.

Wth ny left arml pulled Sift closer, slid ny hand down al ong the curve
of her back to where her buttocks rose to nmeet my palm held her tight.
To the circling dol phins we nust have appeared a single-creature. Sift
lifted hersel f against ne and we becanme a single creature.

The translator disk had twisted around so it trailed over Siri's
shoulder. | reached to shut it off but paused as the answer to ny
qguestion buzzed urgently in our ears.

m ss Shark/ m ss Shark/ m ss Shark/m ss Shark/ Shark/ Shar k/ Shar k
| turned off the disk and shook ny head. | did not understand.

There was so much | did not understand. | closed ny eyes as Siri and
noved gently to the rhythns of the current and ourselves while the

dol phi ns swam nearby and t he cadenceof their calls took on the sad, slow
trilling of an old | ament.

Siri and | came down out of the hills and returned to the Festival just
before sunrise of the second day. For a night and a day we had roaned
the hills, eaten with strangers in pavilions of orange silk, bathed
together in the icy waters of the Shree, and danced to the music which
never ceased going out to the endless file of passing isles. W were
hungry.

| had awakened at sunset to find Siri gone. She returned before the
nmoon of Maui - Covenant rose. She told me that her parents had gone off
with friends for several days on a slow noving houseboat. They had | eft
the famly skinmer in Firstsite. Now we worked our way from dance to
dance, bonfire to bonfire, back to the center of the city. W planned
to fly west to her famly estate ndlr Fevarone.

It was very late but Firstsite Common still had its share of revelers.
was very happy. | was nineteen and | was in love and the .93 gravity of
Maui - Covenant seemed much less to me. | could have flown had | wi shed.

| could have done anyt hi ng.

We had stopped at a booth and bought fried dough and nugs of bl ack
coffee. Suddenly a thought struck ne.



| asked, 'How did you know I was a Shi pman?"

"Hush, friend Merin. Eat your poor breakfast. Wen we get to the
villa, I will fix a true nmeal to break our fast."

"No, I'mserious,' | said and wi ped grease off nmy chin with the sl eeve
of my less than clean Harlequin's costune.

"This nmorning you said that you knew right away |ast night that | was
fromthe ship. Wy was that? Ws it ny accent? M costune? M ke and
| saw other fellows dressed like this."

Siri laughed and brushed back her hair. "Just be glad it was | who
spied you out, Merin, ny love. Had it been nmy Uncle Greshamor his
friends it would have neant trouble.”

"Ch? Wy is that?" | picked up one nore fried ring and Sift paid for

it. | followed her through the thinning crowd. Despite the notion and
the music all about, | felt weariness beginning to work on ne.
'They are Separatists,' said Sift. 'Uncle G eshamrecently gave a

speech before the Council urging that we fight rather than agree to be
swal | owed into your Hegenony.

He said that we should destroy your farcaster device before it destroys
us."

"Ch?" | said. 'Did he say how he was going to do that?

The last | heard, you fol ks had no craft to get off-world in."
'"Nay, nor for the past fifty years have we,' said Siri.

"But it shows how irrational the Separatists can be."

| nodded. Shipmaster Singh and Council or Hal nyn had briefed us on the
so-cal | ed Separatists of Maui-Covenant.

' The usual coalition of colonial jingoists and throwbacks,' Singh had
said. 'Another reason we go slow and devel op the world's trade
potential before finishing the fareaster. The Wrl dweb doesn't need

t hese yahoos conming in prematurely. And groups |ike the Separatists are
anot her reason to keep you crew and construction workers the hell away
fromthe groundlings."

"Where is your skinmmer?" | asked. The Conmon was enptying quickly. Most
of the bands had packed up their instrunents for the night. Gily
costumed heaps | ay

snoring on the grass or cobblestones amd the litter and unlit |anterns.
Only a few encl aves of nerrinent remai ned, groups dancing slowy to a

| one guitar or singing drunkenly to thenselves. | saw M ke Gsho at

once, a patchworked fool, his mask |long gone, a girl on either arm He
was trying to teach the 'Hava Nagilia' to a rapt but inept circle of
admrers. One of the troupe would stunble and they would all fall down.
M ke would flog themto their feet anbng general |aughter and they would
start again, hopping clunsily to his basso profundo chant.



"There it is,' said Siri and pointed to a short line of skimrers parked
behi nd the Conmon Hall. | nodded and waved to M ke but he was too busy
hanging on to his two ladies to notice ne. Siri and | had crossed the
square and were in the shadows of the old building when the shout went

up.
' Shi pmanl Turn around, you Hegenony son of a bitch.”

| froze and then wheeled around with fists clenched but no one was near
ne. Six young nen had descended the steps fromthe grandstand and were
standing in a semcircle behind Mke. The man in front was tall, slim
and strikingly handsome. He was twenty-five or twenty-six years old and
his long blond curls spilled down on a crinmson silk suit that enphasized
his physique. In his right hand he carried a nmeter-long sword that

| ooked to be of tenpered steel

M ke turned slowy. Even froma distance | could see his eyes sobering
as he surveyed the situation. The wonen at his side and a couple of the
young nmen in his group tittered as if something hunorous had been said.

M ke allowed the inebriated grin to stay on his face. 'You address ne,
sir?" he asked.

"I address you, you Hegermony whore's son,' hissed the | eader of the
group. Hi s handsonme face was twisted into a sneer

"Bertol,' whispered Siri. 'M cousin. Geshanmls younger son." | nodded
and stepped out of the shadows.

Siri caught ny arm

"That is twice you have referred unkindly to ny

not her, sir,' slurred Mke. 'Have she or | offended you in sone way? If
so, a thousand pardons." M ke bowed so deeply that the bells on his cap
al nost brushed the ground. Menbers of his group appl auded.

" Your presence offends nme, you Hegenobny bast ard.

You stink up our air with your fat carcass."

M ke's eyebrows rose comcally. A young man near himin a fish costume
waved his hand. 'OCh, cone on, Bertol. He's just..."

"Shut up, Ferick. It is this fat shithead | am speaking to."

' Shit head?" repeated M ke, eyebrows still raised. 'I've traveled two
hundred light-years to be called a fat shit-head?

It hardly seens worth it." He pivoted gracefully, untangling hinself

fromthe wonen as he did so. | would have joined Mke then but Sir
clung tightly to ny arm whispering unheard entrearies. Wen | was free
| saw that Mke was still smiling, still playing the fool. But his |eft

hand was in his baggy shirt pocket.

"G ve himyour blade, Creg,' snapped Bertol. One of the younger nen



tossed a sword hilt-first to Mke. Mke watched it arc by and cl ang
I oudly on the cobbl estones.

"You can't be serious,' said Mke in a soft voice that was suddenly
quite sober. 'You cretinous cowturd. Do you really think I'mgoing to
pl ay duel with you just because you get a hard-on acting the hero for

t hese yokel s?"

"Pick up the sword,' screamed Bertol, 'or, by God, I'lIl carve you where
you stand." He took a quick step forward.

The youth's face contorted with fury as he advanced.
"Fuck off,' said Mke. 1In his left hand was the | aser pen

"No!" | yelled and ran into the light. That pen was used by
construction workers to scrawl marks on girders of whiskered all oy.

Thi ngs happened very quickly then. Bertoi took another step and M ke
flicked the green beam across himal nost casually. The colonist |et out
a cry and | eaped back; a smoking |ine of black was sl ashed di agonal |y
across his silk shirtfront. | hesitated. Mke had the

setting as low as it could go. Two of Bertol's friends started forward
and M ke swung the light across their shins. One dropped to his knees
cursing and the other hopped away hol ding his | eg and hooti ng.

A crowd had gathered. They |laughed as M ke swept off his fooi's cap in
anot her bow. 'l thank you,' said Mke. "M nother thanks you."

Siri's cousin strained against his rage. Froths of spittle spilled on
his lips and chin. | pushed through the crowd and stepped between M ke
and the tail col onist.

"Hey, it's all right," | said. 'W're leaving. W're going now".

'Goddam it, Merin, get out of the way,' said M Kke.

"It's all right,” | said as | turned to him 'I'mwth a girl named
Siri who has a..." Bertol stepped forward and |unged past ne with his
blade. | wapped ny left armaround his shoul der and flung hi m back. He

tunbl ed heavily onto the grass.

"Ch, shit,' said Mke as he backed up several paces. He |ooked tired
and a little disgusted as he sat down on a stone step. 'Aw, damm,' he
said softly. There was a short |ine of crinson in one of the black
patches on the left side of his Harlequin costune. As | watched, the
narrow slit spilled over and bl ood ran down across M ke Osho's broad
bel 1'y.

"Ch, Jesus, Mke." | tore a strip of fabric fromny shirt and tried to
staunch the flow. | could renenber none of the first aid we'd been
taught as mid-Shiprmen. 1 pawed at ny wrist but ny cornl og was not
there. W had left themon the Los Angel es.

"It's not so bad, Mke,' | gasped. 'It's. just alittle cut." The
bl ood fl owed down over ny hand and wi st.



"It will serve,' said Mke. H s voice was held taut by a cord of pain
"Dam. A fucking sword. Do you believe it, Merin? Cut down in the
prime of my prine by a piece of fucking cutlery out of a fucking

one- penny opera. Ch, dam, that smarts."

' Three-penny opera,' | said and changed hands. The rag was soaked.
' You know what your fucking problemis, Merin?
You' re al ways sticking your fucking two cents in

Amwwww, ' M ke's face went white and then gray. He lowered his chin to
his chest and breathed deeply. 'To hell with this, kid. Let's go hone,
huh?"

| |1 ooked over my shoulder. Bertol was slowy noving away with his
friends. The rest of the crowd mlled around in shock. 'Call a
doctor!" | screamed. 'Get sonme medics up here!" Two men ran down the
street. There was no sign of Siri.

"Wait a minute!l WAt a minutel" said Mke in a stronger voice as if he
had forgotten something inportant.

"Just a mnute,' he said and di ed.

Died. A real death. Brain death. H s nouth opened obscenely, his eyes
roll ed back so only the whites showed, and a minute later the bl ood
ceased punping fromthe wound.

For a few nad seconds | cursed the sky. | could see the L.A noving
across the fading starfield and | knew that | could bring Mke back if |
could get himthere in a few minutes. The crowd backed away as |
screamed and ranted at the stars.

Eventually | turned to Bertol. 'You,' | said.

The young man had stopped at the far end of the Coormbn. Hi s face was
ashen. He stared wordl essly.

"You,' | said again. | picked up the |aser pen fromwhere it had
rolled, clicked the power to maxi mum and wal ked to where Bertol and his
friends stood waiting.

Later, through the haze of screans and scorched flesh, | was dinly aware
of Siri's skinmmer setting down in the crowded square, of dust flying up
all around, and of her voice commanding me to join her. W lifted away
fromthe Iight and nadness. The cool w nd bl ew ny sweat-soaked hair
away from ny neck

"W will go to Fevarone,' said Siri. 'Bertol was drunk

The Separatists are a small, violent group. There will be no reprisals.
You will stay with ne until the Council holds the inquest."

"No," | said. 'There. Land there." | pointed to a spit of |land not far

fromthe city.



Siri |anded despite her protests. | glanced at the boul der to nake sure
t he backpack was still there and then clinbed out of the skimer. Sir
slid across the seat and

pul l ed ny head down to hers. 'Merin, my love." Her |ips were warm and
open but | felt nothing. M body felt anesthetized. | stepped back and
waved her away. She brushed her hair back and stared at ne from green
eyes filled with tears. Then the skimer lifted, turned, and sped to
the south in the early norning light.

Just a minute, | felt Iike calling. | sat on a rock and gripped ny
knees as several ragged sobs were torn up out of nme. Then | stood and
threw the laser pen into the surf below. | tugged out the backpack and

dunped the contents on the ground.
The hawki ng mat was gone.

| sat back down, too drained to laugh or cry or wal k away. The sun rose
as | sat there. | was still sitting there three hours |ater when the
| arge bl ack skimrer from ShipSecurity set down silently beside ne.

'Father? Father, it is getting late."

| turn to see ny son Donel standing behind me. He is wearing the blue
and gol d robe of the Hegenobny Counci |

His bald scalp is flushed and beaded with sweat.
Donel is only forty-three but he seens nuch ol der to ne.

' Pl ease, Father,' he says. | nod and rise, brushing off the grass and
dirt. We walk together to the front of the tonb. The crowd has pressed
cl oser now. Gravel crunches under their feet as they shift restlessly.
"Shall | enter with you, Father?" Donel asks.

| pause to look at this aging stranger who is nmy child.

There is little of Siri or ne reflected in him Hs face is friendly,
florid, and tense with the excitenent of the day.

| can sense in himthe open honesty which often takes the place of
intelligence in sone people. | cannot help but conpare this bal ding
puppy of a man to Albn - Albn of the dark curls and sil ences and
sardonic smle. But Albn is thirty-three years dead, cut down in a
stupid battle which had nothing to do with him

"No," ! say. 'I'll go in by nyself. Thank you, Donel." He nods and
steps back. The pennants snap above the heads of the straining crowd. 1
turn my attention to the tonb.

The entrance is sealed with a palmock. | have only to touch it.

During the past few minutes | have devel oped a fantasy which will save
me fromboth the growi ng sadness within and the external series o f
events which | have initiated. Siri is not dead. In the |last stages of
her illness she had called together the doctors and the few technicians



left in the colony and they rebuilt for her one of the ancient
hi bernati on chanbers used in their seedship two centuries earlier

Siri is only sleeping. What is nore, the year-long sleep has sonehow
restored her youth. Wen | wake her she will be the Siri | renenber
fromour early days. W wll walk out into the sunlight together and
when the farcaster doors

open we shall be the first through
' Fat her ?"

"Yes." | step forward and set ny hand to the door of the crypt. There
is a whisper of electric notors and the white slab of stone slides back.
| bow ny head and enter Siri's tonb.

"Dam it, Merin, secure that line before it knocks you overboard.
Hurry!" | hurried. The wet rope was hard to coil, harder to tie off.
Siri shook her head in disgust and | eaned over to tie a bow ine knot
wi th one hand.

It was our Sixth Reunion. | had been three nmonths too late for her
birthday but nore than five thousand ot her people had nmade it to the
celebration. The CEO of the Al Thing had wi shed her well in a
forty-m nute speech. A poet read his nost recent verses to the Love
Cycl e sonnets.

The Hegermony Anbassador had presented her with a scroll and a new ship
a small submersible powered by the first fusion cells to be allowed on
Maul - Covenant .

Siri had ei ghteen other ships. Twelve belonged to her fleet of swft
catamarans that plied their trade between the wandering Archi pel ago and
the hone islands. Two were b.autiful racing yachts that were used only
twice a year to wnthe Founder's Regatta and the Covenant Criterium

The other four craft were ancient fishing boats, honely and awkward,
well maintained but little nore than scows.

Siri had nineteen ships but we were on a fishing boat - the G nnie Paul
For the past eight days we had

fished the shelf of the Equatorial Shallows; a crew of two, casting and
pul i ng nets, wadi ng knee-deep through stinking fish and crunchi ng
trilobites, wallow ng over every wave, casting and pulling nets, keeping
wat ch, and sl eeping |ike exhausted children during our brief rest
periods. | was not quite twenty-three. | thought | was used to heavy

| abor aboard the L.,4. and it was nmy customto put in an hour of
exercise in the 1.3-g pod every second shift, but now ny arns and back
ached fromthe strain and nmy hands were blistered between the call uses.

Siri had just turned seventy.

"Merin, go forward and reef the foresail. Do the same for the jib and
then go below to see to the sandwi ches.

Plenty of nustard.'



| nodded and went forward. For a day and a half we had been playing

hi de- and-seek with a storm sailing before it when we could, turning
about and accepting its punishnent when we had to. At first it had been
exciting, a welcone respite fromthe endl ess casting and pulling and
nmendi ng. But after the first few hours the adrenaline rush faded to be
repl aced by constant nausea, fatigue, and a terrible tiredness. The
seas did not relent. The waves grew to six meters and higher. The

G nnie Paul wallowed |ike the broad-beamed matron she was. Everything
was wet. M skin was soaked under three layers of rain gear. For Sir
it was a |long-awaited vacati on.

"This is nothing,' she had said during the darkest hour of the night as
waves washed over the deck and smashed agai nst the scarred plastic of
the cockpit. 'You should see it during sinmon season."

The clouds still hung | ow and bl ended into gray waves in the distance
but the sea was down to a gentle five-foot chop. | spread nustard
across the roast beef sandw ches and poured steam ng coffee into thick
white mugs. It would have been easier to transport the coffee in zero-g
without spilling it than to get up the pitching shaft of the

conpani onway. Siri accepted her depleted cup w thout comrenting. W
sat in silence for a bit, appreciating the food and the tongue-scal di ng
warnth. | took the wheel when Siri went belowto refill our mugs. The
gray day was di nming al nost inperceptibly into night.

"Merin,' she said after handing me ny nug and taking a seat on the |ong
cushi oned bench which encircled the cockpit, 'what will happen after
t hey open the farcaster?"

| was surprised by the question. W had al nost never tal ked about the
ti me when Maul - Covenant would join the Hegenony. | glanced over at Sir
and was struck by how ancient she suddenly seened. Her face was a
nosai ¢ of seans and shadows. Her beautiful green eyes had sunken into
wel I s of darkness and her cheekbones were knife edges against brittle
parchnent. She kept her gray hair cut short now and it stuck out in
danp spi kes. Her neck and wists were tendoned cords energing froma
shapel ess sweater.

"What do you nean?" | asked.

"What will happen after they open the farcaster?" 'You know what the
Council says, Siri." | spoke |loudly because she was hard of hearing in
one ear. 'It will open a new era of trade and technol ogy for

Maul - Covenant .

And you won't be restricted to one little world any |onger. Wen you
become citizens, everyone will be entitled to use the farcaster doors."

"Yes,' said Siri. Her voice was weary. 'I| have heard all of that,
Merin. But what will happen? W will be the first through to us?"

| shrugged. 'More diplomats, | suppose. Cultural contact specialists.
Ant hr opol ogi sts. Ethnol ogi sts. Marine biologists."

"And t hen?"



| paused. It was dark out. The sea was al nbost gentle.

Qur running lights glowed red and green against the night. | felt the
same anxiety | had known two days earlier when the wall of storm
appeared on the horizon.

| said, "And then will cone the m ssionaries.

The petrol eum geol ogi sts. The sea farners. The devel opers.

Siri sipped at her coffee. 'I would have thought your Hegenbny was far
beyond a petrol eum econony."

| laughed and | ocked the wheel in. 'Nobody gets beyond a petrol eum
econonmy. Not while there's petroleumthere. W don't burnit, if
that's what you nean.

But it's still essential for the production of plastics, synthetics,
food base, and keroids. Two hundred billion people use a |ot of
pl astic."

" And Mani - Covenant has oil ?"

'"Ch, yes,' | said. There was no nore |aughter in mne.
"There are billions of barrels reservoired under the Equatorial Shallows
al one. "

"How wi || they get it, Merin? Platforns?"

"Yeah. Platforms. Subnersibles. Sub-sea colonies with tailored
wor kers brought in fromMare Infinitus."

"And the notile isles?" asked Siri. 'They nust return each year to the
shall ows to feed on the bluekelp there and to reproduce. Wat will
becone of the isles?"

| shrugged again. | had drunk too much coffee and it had left a bitter
taste in ny mouth. 'l don't know,' | said.

'They haven't told the crew nuch. But back on our first trip out, MKke
heard that they planned to develop as many of the isles as they can so
some will be protected."

' Devel op?" Siri's voice showed surprise for the first tine. 'How can
they develop the isles? Even the First Families nust ask perm ssion of
the Sea Folk to build our treehouse retreats there."

| smled at Siri's use of the local termfor the dol phins.

The Maul - Covenant col oni sts were such children when it came to their
dammed dol phins. 'The plans are all set,' | said. 'There are 128,573
notile isles big enough to build a dwelling on. Leases to those have
| ong since been sold.

The smaller isles will be broken up, | suppose. The hone islands will
be devel oped for recreation purposes.”



' Recreation purposes,' echoed Siri. 'How nmany-peo-ple fromthe Hegenony
will use the farcaster to come here... for recreation purposes?”

"At first, you nean?" | asked. 'Just a few thousand the first year. As
long as the only door is on Island 241..

the Trade Center . . . it will be limted. Perhaps 'fifty thousand
the second year when Firstsite gets its door

It'Il be quite the luxury tour. Always is after a seed
colony is first opened to the Wb."
"And | ater?"

"After the five-year probation? There will be thousands of doors, of
course. | would imagine that there wll

be twenty or thirty mllion new residents conmi ng through during the
first year of full citizenship."

"Twenty or thirty million," said Siri. The Iight fromthe conpass stand
illum nated her lined face from bel ow

There was still a beauty there. But there was no anger or shock. | had
expect ed bot h.

"But you'll be citizens then yourself,' | said. 'Free to step anywhere
in the Wrldweb. There will be sixteen new worlds to choose from
Probably nore by then."

"Yes,' said Siri and set aside her enpty nug. A fine rain streaked the
gl ass around us. The crude radar screen set in its hand-carved frane
showed the seas enpty, the stormpast. 'Is it true, Merin, that people
in the Hegenony have their honmes on a dozen worlds? One house, | nean,
wi th wi ndows facing out on a dozen skies?"

"Sure,' | said. 'But not many people. Only the rich can afford
nul tiworld residences |ike that."

Siri smled and set her hand on nmy knee. The back of her hand was
nottled and bl ue-veined. 'But you are very rich, are you not, Shipman?"

| 1 ooked away. 'Not yet |'mnot."

" Ah, but soon, Merin, soon. How long for you, nmy love? Less than two
weeks here and then the voyage back to your Hegemony. Five nonths nore
of your time to bring the | ast conponents back, a few weeks to finish,
and then you step hone a rich man. Step two hundred enpty |ight-years
hone. What a strange thought... but where was |? That is how | ong?
Less than a standard year."

"Ten months,' | said. 'Three hundred and six standard days. Three
hundred fourteen of yours. N ne hundred eighteen shifts."

"And then your exile will be over."



"Yes."
"And you wili be twenty-four years old and very rich." 'Yes."
"I"'mtired, Merin. | want to sleep now"

We programmred the tiller, set the collision alarm and went below. The
wi nd had risen sone and the old vesse

wal | owed from wave crest to trough with every swell. W undressed in
the dimlight of the swinging lanp. | was first in the bunk and under
the covers. It was the first tine Siri and | had shared a sl eep period.
Renenberi ng our | ast Reunion and her shyness at the villa, | expected
her to douse the light. Instead she stood a minute, nude in the chil
air, thin arns calmy at her sides.

Time had claimed Siri but had not ravaged her. Gravity had done its

i nevitabl e work on her breasts and buttocks and she was much thinner. |
stared at the gaunt outlines of ribs and breastbone and renenbered the
si xteen-year=old girl with baby fat and skin |ike warmvelvet. 1In the
cold light of the swinging lanp | stared at Siri's sagging flesh and
renmenmber ed nmoonl i ght on buddi ng breasts. Yet sonmehow, strangely,

i nexplicably, it was the same Siri who stood before ne now

'Move over, Merin." She slipped into the bunk beside me. The sheets

were cool against our skin, the rough bl anket wel cone. | turned off the
light. The little ship swayed to the regular rhythmof the sea's
breathing. | could hear the synpathetic creak of masts and riggi ng.

In the nmorning we could be casting and pulling and nendi ng but now t here
was tinme to sleep. | began to doze

to the sound of waves agai nst wood.
"Merin?" 'Yes."

"What woul d happen if the Separatists attacked the Hegenony tourists or
t he new residents?"

"I thought the Separatists had all been carted off to he isles."
' They have been. But what if they resisted?"

' Tbe Hegenony woul d send in FORCE troops who could kick the shit out of
the Separatists.”

"What if the farcaster itself were attacked ..
destroyed before it was operational ?"

"I npossi ble."

"Yes, | know, but what if it were?"

' Then the LosAngel es would return nine nonths [ater with Hegenony troops
who woul d proceed to kick the shit out of the Separatists... and anyone



el se on Maui - Covenant who got in their way."

"Nine months' shiptine,' said Siri. 'Eleven years of our tinme."
"But inevitable either way,' | said. 'Let's talk about sonething else."
"All right,' said Siri but we did not speak. | listened to the crack

and sigh of the ship. Siri had nestled in the hollow of ny arm Her
head was on ny shoul der and her breathing was so deep and regul ar that |
t hought her to be asleep. | was al nbst asleep nmyself when her warm hand
slid up nmy leg and lightly cupped nme. | was startled even as | began to
stir and stiffen. Siri whispered an answer to my unasked question. 'No,
Merin, one is never really too old.

At least not too old to want the warnth and cl oseness.

You decide, my love. | will be content either way."

| decided. Toward the dawn we sl ept.

The tonb is enpty.

'Donel, cone in here!’

He bustles in, robes rustling in the holl ow enptiness.

The tonb/s enpty. There is no hibernation chanber - | did not truly
expect there to be one - but neither is there sarcophagus or coffin. A
bright bulb illum nates the white interior. 'What the hell is this,

Donel ? | thought this was Siri's tonb."

"It is, Father."

"Where is she interred? Under the floor for Chrissake?" Donel nops at
his brow. | renenmber that it is his nmother | am speaking of. | also
remenber that he has had al nost

two years to accustom hinself to the idea of her death.

"No one told you?" he asks.

"Told me what?" The anger and confusion are already ebbing. 'I was
rushed here fromthe dropship station and told that | was to visit

Siri's tonb before the farcaster opening. What?"

' Mot her was crenated as per her instructions. Her ashes were spread on
the Great South Sea fromthe highest platformof the famly isle."

"Then why this... crypt?" | watch what | say. Donel is sensitive.

He nmops his brow again and gl ances to the door. W are shielded from
the view of the crowd but we are far behind

schedule. Already the other nenbers of the Council have had to hurry
down the hill to join the dignitaries on the bandstand. M slow grief
this day has been worse than bad tining - it has turned into bad

t heater.



"Mother left instructions. They were carried out.'
on the inner wall and it slides up to revea

He touches a pane

a small niche containing a nmetal box. M name is on it.
"What is that?"

Donel shakes his head. 'Personal items Mdther left for you. Only
Magritte knew the details and she died last winter without telling
anyone. "

"Al'l right," | say. 'Thank you. 1'Il be out in a noment." Done
gl ances at his chrononmeter. ' The cerenpny begins in eight mnutes. They
will activate the farcaster in twenty mnutes."

"I know,' | say. | do know. Part of ne knows precisely how nuch tine
is left. '"VII be out in a nonent."

Donel hesitates and then departs. | close the door behind himwth a
touch of ny palm The netal box is surprisingly heavy. | set it on the

stone fl oor and crouch beside it. A smaller palnlock gives me access.
The Iid clicks open and | peer into the container

"Well I'Il be damed,' | say softly. | do not know what | expected-
artifacts perhaps, nostal gic nementos of our hundred and three days
toget her - perhaps a pressed flower fromsone forgotten offering or the
frenchhorn conch we dove for off Fevarone. But there are no nenentos -
not as such.

The box holds a small Steiner-G nn handl aser, one of the nost powerfu
proj ecti on weapons ever nmade. The accunulator is attached by a power
lead to a snall fusion cell that Siri nust have canni balized from her
new subnersible. Also attached to the fusion cell is an ancient
cornlog, an antique with a solid state interior and a liquid crysta
di skey. The charge indicator gl ows green

There are two other objects in the box. One is the translator medallion
we had used so long ago. The final object makes nme literally gape in
surprise.

"Way, you little bitch," |I say. Things fall into place. | cannot stop
a smle. 'You dear, conniving, little bitch."

There, rolled carefully, power lead correctly attached,

lies the hawking mat M ke Gsho bought in Carvnel Marketplace for thirty
marks. | |eave the hawki ng mat there, disconnect the com og, and lift
it out. | sit crosslegged on the cold stone and thunb the diskey. The
light in the crypt fades out and suddenly Siri is there before ne.

They did not throw ne off the ship when M ke di ed.

They coul d have but they did not. They did not |eave me to the nercy of
provincial justice on Maui-Covenant.

They coul d have but they chose not to. For two days 1 was held in



Security and questioned, once by Shipmaster Singh hinself. Then they
let me return to duty. For the four nonths of the long | eap back I
tortured nyself with the menory of Mke's nurder. | knew that in ny
clumsy way | had helped to murder him | put in ny shifts, dreaned mny
sweaty ni ghtmares, and wondered if they would disnss me when we reached
the Web. They could have told nme but they chose not to.

They did not dismss me. | was to have ny normal |eave in the Wb but
could take no off-Ship R and R while in the Maui-Covenant system In
addition, there was a witten reprimand and tenporary reduction in rank
That was what Mke's |life had been worth- a reprinmand and reduction in
rank.

| took nmy three-week. Ileave with the rest of the crew but, unlike the
others, | did not plan to return. | farcast to Esperance and nade the
classic Shipnman's mstake of trying to visit famly. Two days in the
crowded residential bulb was enough and | stepped to Lusus and took ny
pl easure in three days of whoring on the Rue des Chats.

When ny nood turned darker | 'cast to Fuji and | ost nobst of ny ready
mar ks betting on the bloody samurai fights there.

Finally 1 found myself farcasting to Honesystem Station and taking the
two-day pilgrimshuttle down to Hellas Basin. | had never been to
Honesystem or Mars before and | never plan to return, but the ten days |
spent there, alone and wandering the dusty, haunted corridors of the
Monastery, served to send ne back to the ship

Back to Siri.
Cccasionally | would | eave the red-stoned nmaze of the

megalith and, clad only in skinsuit and mask, stand on one of the
uncount ed t housands of stone bal conies and stare skyward at the pale
gray star which had once been O d Earth. Sometines then | thought of
the brave and stupid idealists heading out into the great dark in their
sl ow and | eaki ng ships, carrying enbryos and ideol ogies with equal faith
and care. But nost tines | did not try to think. Mst times | sinmply
stood in the purple night and let Siri come to me. There in the
Master's Rock, where perfect satori had eluded so many much worthier
pilgrinms, | achieved it through the nenmory of a not quite

si xteen-year-old wonanchil d's body Iying next to nmine while nmoonlight
spilled froma Thomas Hawk's wi ngs.

When the Los Angel es spun back up to a quantumstate, | went with her
Four nonths later | was content to pull my shift with the construction
crew, plug into nmy usual stins, and sleep ny R and R away. Then Si ngh

cane to me. 'You're going down,' he said. | did not understand. 'In

t he past el even years the groundlings have turned your screwup wth
Gsho into a goddamed | egend,' said Singh. 'There's an entire cultura
nythos built around your little roll in the hay with that col onia
girl."

"Siri,' | said.

'CGet your gear,' said Singh. 'You'll spend your three weeks groundsi de.

The Anmbassador's experts say you'll do the Hegenmony' nore good down there



than up here.

We'll see."

The world was waiting. Crowds were cheering. Siri was waving. W left
the harbor in a yellow catanaran and sail ed sout h-sout heast, bound for
the Archipelago and her famly isle.

"Hello, Merin." Siri floats in the darkness of her tonb.

The holo is not perfect; a haziness mars the edges. But it is Siri -

Siri as | last saw, gray hair shorn rather than cut, head high, face
sharpened with shadows. 'Hello, Merin, ny love."

"Hello, Siri," | say. The tonb door is closed.

"I amsorry |I cannot share our Seventh Reunion, Merin. | |ooked forward

toit." Siri pauses and | ooks

down at her hands. The inage flickers slightly as dust notes fl oat
through her form 'I had carefully planned what to say here,' she goes
on. 'Howto say it. Argunments to be pied. Instructions to be given.
But | know how usel ess that would have been. Either | have said it

al ready and you have heard or there is nothing left to say and sil ence
woul d best suit the noment."

Siri's voice had grown even nore beautiful with age.

There is a fullness and cal nmess there which can cone only from know ng
pain. Siri nmoves her hands and they di sappear beyond the border of the
projection. 'Merin, ny |ove, how strange our days apart and together
have been. How beautifully absurd the nyth that bound us.

My days were but heartbeats to you. | hated you for that.

You were the mrror that would not lie. |If you could have seen your
face at the begi nning of each Reunion! The |east you could have done
was to hide your shock..

that, at least, you could have done for ne.

"But through your clunsy naivet there has al ways been... what?..
somet hing, Merin. There is sonething there that belies the call owhess
and thoughtl ess egoti smwhi ch you wear so well. A caring, perhaps. A

respect for caring, if nothing else.

"Merin, this diary has hundreds of entries... thousands, | fear... |
have kept it since | was thirteen. By the time you see this, they wll
all have been erased except the ones which follow Adieu, ny |ove.

Adi eu. "

| shut off the comog and sit in silence for a mnute. The crowd sounds
are barely audi ble through the thick walls of the tonb. | take a breath
and thunb the diskey.

Siri appears. She is in her late forties. | know inmrediately the day
and pl ace she recorded this inmage. | renmenber the cl oak she wears, the



eel stone pendant at her neck, and the strand of hair which has escaped
her barrette and even now falls across her cheek. | remenber everything
about that day. It was the last day of our Third Reunion and we were
with friends on the hei ghts above South Tern. Donel was ten and we were
trying to convince himto slide on the snowfield with us. He was
crying. Siri turned away fromus even before the skimer settled.

VWhen Magritte stepped out we knew fromSiri's face that sonething had
happened.

The sane face stares at ne now. She brushes absently at the unruly
strand of hair. Her eyes are red but her voice is controlled. 'Merin
they killed our son today.

Al bn was twenty-one and they killed him You were so confused today,
Merin. "How could such a nistake have happened?" you kept repeating.
You did not really know our son but | could see the loss in your face
when we heard. Merin, it was not an accident. |If nothing el se
survives, no other record, if you never understand why | allowed a
sentimental myth to rule my life, let this be knowmn - it was not an
accident that killed Albn. He was with the Separatists when the Counci
police arrived.

Even then he coul d have escaped. W had prepared an alibi together. The
police woul d have believed his story.

He chose to stay.

' Today, Merin, you were inpressed with what | said to the crowd... the
nob... at the enbassy. Know this, Shipman - when | said, "Now is not
the tine to show your anger and your hatred," that is precisely what |
nmeant. No nore, no less. Today is not the time. But the day wll

cone. It will surely come. The Covenant was not taken lightly in those
final days, Merin. It is not taken lightly now. Those who have
forgotten will be surprised when the day cones but it will surely cone."

The i mage fades to another and in the split second of overlap the face
of a twenty-six-year-old Siri appears superinposed on the ol der woman's
features. 'Merin, | ampregnant. 1'mso glad. You' ve been gone five
weeks now and | niss. you. Ten years you'll be gone. More than that.
Merin, why didn't you think to invite me to go with you? | could not
have gone but | would have loved it if you had just invited me. But |'m
pregnant, Merin. The doctors say that it will be a boy. | wll tel

hi m about you, ny love. Perhaps someday you and he will sail in the
Archi pelago and |isten to the songs of the Sea Folk as you and | have
done these past few weeks. Perhaps you'll understand them by then
Merin, | mss' you. Please hurry back."

The hol ographic i mage shinmrers and shifts. The sixteen-year-old girl is
red-faced. Her |ong hair cascades over bare shoulders and a white

ni ght gown. She speaks in a rush, racing tears. 'Shipman Merin Aspic,
I"msorry about your friend - | really am- but you left w thout even
sayi ng goodbye. | had such plans about how you would help us... how
you and I... you didn't even say goodbye. | don't care what happens to
you. | hope you go back to your stinking, crowded Hegenony hives and
rot for all | care. 1In fact, Merin Aspic, | wouldn't want to see you
again even if they paid nme. Goodbye."



She turns her back before the projection fades. It is dark in the tonb
now but the audio continues for a second. There is a soft chuckle and

Siri's voice - | cannot tell the age - cones one last tine. 'Adieu
Merin.

Adi eu. "

"Adieu,' | say and thunb the diskey off.

The crowd parts as | energe blinking fromthe tonb. M poor timng has
ruined the drama of the event and now the smle on ny face incites angry
whi spers. Loudspeakers carry the rhetoric of the official cerenpbny even
to our hilltop. '... beginning a new era of cooperation,' echoes the
rich voice of the Anbassador

| set the box on the grass and renove the hawki ng nat.
The crowd presses forward to see as | unroll the carpet.

The tapestry is faded but the flight threads gl eam|i ke new copper. |
sit in the center of the mat and slide the heavy box on behind ne.

' and nore will follow until space and time will cease to be
obst acl es. "

The crowd noves back as | tap the flight design and the hawki ng mat
rises four meters into the air. Now |l can see beyond the roof of the
tomb. The islands are returning to formthe Equatorial Archipelago. |
can see them hundreds of them borne up out of the hungry south by
gentl e w nds.

"So it is with great' pleasure that | close this circuit and wel cone
you, the col ony of Maui-Covenant, into the conmmunity of the Hegenony of
Man. "

The thin thread of the cerenopnial comm | aser pul ses

to the zenith. There is a spattering of applause and the band begins
playing. | squint skyward just in time to see a new star being born
Part of me knew to the m crosecond what has just occurred.

For a few mcroseconds the farcaster had been functi onal

For a few microseconds tinme and space had ceased to be obstacles. Then
the massive tidal pull of the artificial singularity triggered the
thermte charge | had placed on the outer contai nment sphere. That tiny
expl osi on had not been visible but a second | ater the expandi ng

Schwar zschild radius is eating its shell, swallow ng thirty-six thousand
tons of fragile dodecahedron, and growi ng quickly to gobble severa

t housand kil ometers of space around it. And that is visible -

magni ficently visible - as a mniature nova flares whitely in the clear
bl ue sky.

The band stops playing. People screamand run for cover. There is no
reason to. There is a burst of X rays tunneling out as the farcaster
continues to collapse into itself, but not enough to cause harmthrough



Maui - Covenant's generous at nosphere. A second streak of plasma becones
visible as the Los Angel es puts nore di stance between itself and the
rapi dly decaying little black hole. The winds rise and the seas are
choppi er.

There will be strange tides tonight.

| want to say sonething profound but |I can think of nothing. Besides,
the cromd is in no nood to listen. | tell nyself that | can hear sone
cheers mxed in with the screans and shouts.

| tap at the flight designs and the hawki ng mat speeds out over the
cliff and above the harbor. A Thomas Hawk | azing on mdday thermals
flaps in panic at my approach

"Let themcone!" | shout at the fleeing hawk. 'Let themcone! |[|'Il be
thirty-five and not alone and et themcone if they dare!" | drop ny
fist and laugh. The wind is blowing ny hair and cooling the sweat on mny
chest and arns.

Cool er now, | take a sighting and set ny course for the nost distant of
the isles. | look forward to neeting the others. Even nore, | | ook
forward to talking to the Sea

Folk and telling themthat it is tinme for the Shark to cone at last to
the seas of Maui - Covenant.

Later, when the battles are won and the world is theirs, | wll tel
them about her. | will sing to themof Siri.

The cascade of light fromthe distant space battle continued.

There was no sound except for the slide of wind across escarpnents. The
group sat close together, |eaning forward and | ooking at the antique
com og as if expecting nore.

There was no nmore. The Consul renpved the mcro-di sk and pocketed it.

Sol Weintraub rubbed the back of his sleeping infant and spoke to the

Consul. 'Surely you!re not Merin Aspic."
"No,' said the Consul. 'Merin Aspic died during the Rebellion. Siri's
Rebel lion."

"How did you cone to possess this recordi ng?" asked Father Hoyt. Through
the priest's mask of pain, it was visible that he had been noved. 'This
i ncredi ble recording..."

'"He gave it to ne,' said the Consul. 'A few weeks before he was killed
in the Battle of the Archipelago." The Consul |ooked at the
unconpr ehendi ng faces before him 'I'mtheir grandson,' he said.

"Siri's and Merin's.
My father ... the Donel whom Aspic nentions ..

becane the first Hone Rul e Council or when Maui - Covenant was admtted to
the Protectorate. Later he was el ected Senator and served until his



death. | was nine years old that day on the hill near Siri's tonb. |
was twenty - old enough to join the rebels and fight -- when Aspic cane
to our isle at night, took ne aside, and forbade me to join their band."

"Wul d you have fought?" asked Brawne Lam a

"Ch, yes. And died. Like a third of our nmenfolk and a fifth of our
worren. Like all of the dol phins and nany of the isles thenselves,
al t hough the Hegenony tried to keep as many of those intact as
possi bl e."

"It is a noving docunent,' said Sol Wintraub. 'But why are you here?
Wy the pilgrimge to the Shrike?"

"l amnot finished,' said the Consul. 'Listen."

My father was as weak as my grandnother had been strong. The Hegenony
did not wait eleven local years to return - the FORCE torchships were in
orbit before five years had el apsed. Father watched as the rebels
hastily constructed ships were swatted aside. He continued to defend

t he Hegenmony as they laid siege to our world. | remenber when | was
fifteen, watching with nmy famly fromthe upper deck of our ancestra
isle as a dozen other islands burned in the di stance, the Hegenony
skimrers lighting the sea with their depth charges. In the norning, the
waves were gray with the bodies of the dead dol phins.

My ol der sister Lira went to fight with the rebels in those hopel ess
days after the Battle of the Archipel ago.

Eyewi t nesses saw her die. Her body was never recovered.
My fat her never mentioned her nane again

Wthin three years after the cease-fire and admission to the
Protectorate, we original colonists were a mnority on our own world.
The isles were taned and said to tourists, just as Merin had predicted
to Siri. Firstsite is acity of eleven nillion now, the condos and
spires and EMcities extending around the entire island al ong the coast.

Firstsite Harbor renmmins as a quaint bazaar, with descendants of the
First Famlies selling crafts and overpriced art there.

We [ived on Tau Ceti Center for a while when Father was first elected
Senator, and | finished school there. | was the dutiful son, extolling
the virtues of life in the Wb, studying the glorious history of the
Hegermony of Man, andpreparing for my own career in the diplomatic corps.

And all the time | waited.

| returned to Maul -Covenant briefly after graduation, working in the
of fices on Central Administration Isle.

Part of nmy job was to visit the hundreds of drilling platforns going up
in the shallows, to report on the rapidly multiplying undersea

conpl exes, and to act as liaison with the devel opnent corporations
coming in fromTC and Sol Draconi Septem | did not enjoy the work. But
| was efficient. And | snmiled. And | waited.



| courted and married a girl fromone of the First

Famlies, fromSiri's cousin Bertol's line, and after receiving a rare

"First' on diplomatic corps exam nations, | requested a post out of the
Wb,
Thus began our personal Diaspora, Gresha's and mine. | was efficient. |

was born to diplomacy. Wthin .five standard years | was an Under
Consul. Wthin eight, a Consul in nmy owmn right. As long as | stayed in
the Qutback, this was as far as | would rise.

It was nmy choice. | worked for the Hegenpny. And | waited.

At first my role was to provide Wb ingenuity to help the col onists do
what they do best - destroy truly indigenous Iife. It is no. accident
that in six centuries of interstellar expansion the Hegenbny has
encountered no species considered intelligent on the Drake- Turing-Chen
Index. On Ad Earth, it had | ong been accepted that if a species put
manki nd on itsfood-chain menu the species would be extinct before |ong.
As the Web expanded, if a species attenpted serious conpetition wth
humanity's intellect, that species wouM be extinct before the first
farcaster opened in-system

On Wiirl we stal ked the elusive zeplen through their cloud towers. It
is possible that they were not sapient by hunan or Core standards. But
t hey were beauti ful

VWen they died, rippling in rainbow colors, their many-hued nessages
unseen, unheard by their fleeing herdmates, the beauty of their death
agony was beyond words. W samtheir photoreceptive skins to Wb
corporations, their flesh to worlds |ike Heaven's Gate, and ground their
bones to powder to sell as aphrodisiacs to the inmpotent and
superstitious on a score of other col ony worl ds.

On Garden | was adviser to the arcol ogy engi neers who drai ned Grand Fen
ending the short reign of the marsh centaurs who had rul ed- and

t hr eat ened Hegenmony progress - there. They tried to migrate in the end,
but the North Reaches were far too dry and when | visited the region
decades | ater, when Garden entered the Wb, the desiccated remains of
the centaurs still littered sone of the distant Reaches |ike the husks
of exotic plants fromsone nore col orful era.

On Hebron | arrived just as the Jew sh settlers were ending their |ong
feud with the Seneschal Aluit, creatures as fragile as the world's

wat erl ess ecol ogy. The Aluit were enmpathic and it was our fear and
greed which killed them- that and our unbreachabl e alienness. But on
Hebron it was not the death of the Aluit which turned ny heart to stone,
but my part in doonmi ng the col onists thensel ves.

On AOd Earth they had a word for what | was-quisling.

For, although Hebron was not nmy world, the settlers who had fled there
had done so for reasons as clear as those of my ancestors who signed the
Covenant of Life on the AOd Earth island of MauL But | was waiting. And
inm waiting | acted... in all senses of the word.



They trusted me. They grew to believe in nmy candid revel ati ons of how

wonderful it was to rejoin the comunity of mankind... to join the Wb.
They insisted that only the one city m ght be open to foreigners. |
sm | ed and agreed. And now New Jerusal em holds sixty mllions while the

continent holds ten nillion Jew sh indigenies, dependent upon the Wb
city for nost of what they need. Another decade. Perhaps |ess.

| broke down a bit after Hebron was opened to the Web. | discovered
al cohol, the bl essed antithesis of Flashback and wi reheading. Gesha
stayed with me in the hospital there until | dried out. Qddly, for a
Jewi sh world, the clinic was Catholic. | remenber the rustle of robes
in the halls at night.

My breakdown had been very quiet and very far away.

My career was not damaged. As full Consul, | took my wife and son to
Br essi a.

How delicate our role there! How Byzantine the fine Iine we wal ked. For
decades, Col onel Kassad, forces of the TechnoCore had been harassing the
Quster swarms wherever they fled. Now the forces-that-be in the Senate

and Al Advisory Council had determ ned that sone test had to be nade of

Quster nmight in the Qutback itself.

Bressia was chosen. | admit, the Bressians had been our surrogates for
decades before | arrived. Their society.

was archaically and delightfully Prussian, mlitaristic to a fault,
arrogant in their econonic pretensions, xenophobic to the point of
happily enlisting to wi pe out the 'Quster Menace." At first, a few
| end- | ease torchships so that they could reach the swarns. Plasma
weapons.

| mpact probes with tailored viruses.

It was a slight miscalculation that | was still on Bressia when the
Quster hordes arrived. A few nonths' difference.

A mlitary-political analysis team should have been there in my place.
It did not natter. Hegenbny purposes were served.

The resol ve and rapi d-depl oynment capabilities of FORCE were properly
tested where no real harmwas done to Hegenmony interests. G esha died,
of course. In the first bonmbardment. And AIOn, ny ten-year-old son

He had been with me... had survived the war itself...

only to die when some FORCE idiot set off a booby trap or demplition
charge too near the refugee barracks in Buckm nster, the capital

I was not with himwhen he died.
| was prompted after Bressia. | was given the nost chall engi ng and

sensitive assignnent ever rel egated to soneone of nere consul ar rank
di plomat in charge of direct negotiations with the Qusters thensel ves.



First | was 'cast to Tau Ceti Center for |ong conferences with Senator
G adstone's committee and some of the Al Councilors. | met with

G adstone herself. The plan was very conplicated. Essentially the
Qusters had to be provoked into attacking, and the key to that
provocati on was the world of Hyperion

The Qusters had been observing Hyperion since before the Battle of
Bressia. Qur intelligence suggested that they were obsessed with the
Time Tonmbs and the Shrike. Their attack on the Hegermony hospital ship
carryi ng Col onel Kassad, anong others, had been a mscal culation; their
ship captain had pani cked when the hospital ship had been m stakenly
identified as a mlitary spinship. Wrse, fromthe Qusters' point of
view, was the fact that by setting their dropships down near the Tonbs
t hensel ves, the same commander had revealed their ability to defy the
tinme tides. After the Shrike had

deci mated their commando teans, the torchship captain returned to the
Swarm to be execut ed.

But our intelligence suggested that the Quster niscal cul ati on had not
been a total disaster. Valuable information had been obtai ned about the
Shrike. And their obsession with Hyperi on had deepened.

G adst one explained to me how t he Hegenony planned to capitalize on that
obsessi on.

The essence of the plan was that the Qusters had to be provoked into
attacki ng the Hegenmony. The focus of that attack was to be Hyperion
itself. | was made to understand that the resulting battle had nore to
do with internal Wb politics than with the Qusters. Elenments of the
TechnoCore had opposed Hyperion's entry into the Hegenony for centuries.
d adstone explained that this was no longer in the interest of humanity
and that a forcible annexation of Hyperion - under the guise of
defending the Wb itself- would allow nore progressive Al coalitions in
the Core to gain power. This shift of the power balance in the Core
woul d benefit the Senate and the Wb in ways not fully explained to ne.
The Qusters woul d be eradicated as a potential nmenace once and for all
A new era of Hegemony gl ory woul d begin.

d adstone expl ained that | need not volunteer, that the m ssion would be
fraught with dangers - both for ny career and ny life. | accepted
anyway.

The Hegermony provided ne with a private spacecraft.

| asked for only one nodification: the addition of an an tique Stein way
pi ano.

For months | travel ed al one under Hawki ng drive. For nore nonths |
wandered in regions where the Quster Swarns regularly m grated.
Eventually my ship was sensed and seized. They accepted that | was a
courier and knew that | was a spy. They debated killing ne and did not.
They debated negotiating with nme and eventual |y decided to do so.

I will not try to describe the beauty of life in a Swarm- their
zero-gravity globe cities and conet farns and thrust clusters, their
mcro-orbital forests and nmigrating rivers and the ten thousand col ors



and textures of life at Rendezvous Wek. Suffice it to say that |

bel i eve the Qusters have done what Wb humanity has not in the past
mllennia: evolved. Wile we Ilve in our derivative cultures, pale
reflections of Od Earth life, the Qusters have expl ored new di nensi ons
of aesthetics and ethics and biosciences and art and all the things that
nmust change and grow to reflect the human soul

Bar bari ans, we call them while all the while we timdly cling to our
Web i ke Visigoths crouching in the ruins of Rone's faded glory and
procl ai m oursel ves civilized.

Wthin ten standard nmonths, | had told themny greatest secret and they
had told me theirs. | explained in all the detail | could what plans
for extinction had been laid for themby d adstone's people. | told

themwhat little the Wb scientists understood of the ttnonmaly of the
Time Tonbs and reveal ed the TechnoCore's inexplicable fear of Hyperion
| described how Hyperion would be a trap for themif they dared attenpt
to occupy it, how every el enent of FORCE would be brought to Hyperion
Systemto crush them | revealed everything | knew and waited once
again to die.

Instead of killing ne, they told me something. They showed nme fatline
i ntercepts, tightbeamrecordings, and their own records fromthe date

they fled Od Earth System four and a half centuries earlier. Their

facts were terrible and sinple.

The Big M stake of '38 had been no nistake. The death of O d Earth had
been deliberate, planned by el enents of the TechnoCore and their human
counterparts in the fledgling governnent of the Hegenony. The Hegira
had been planned in detail decades before the runaway bl ack hol e had
"accidentally' been plunged into the heart of Ad Earth.

The Worl dweb, the Al Thing, the Hegenony of Man - allof them had been
built on the nobst vicious type of patricide. Now they were being

mai ntai ned by a quiet and deliberate policy of fraticide - the nurder of
any species with even the slightest potential of being a conpetitor

And the Qusters, the only other tribe of humanity free to wander between
the stars and the only group not doninated by the TechnoCore, was next
on our list of extinction

| returned to the Web. Over thirty years of Web-time had passed. Meina
@ adstone was CEQO. Siri's Rebellion was a romantic | egend, a m nor
footnote in the history of the Hegenony.

| met with dadstone. | told her nany - but not all -of the things the
Qusters had revealed. | told her that they knew that any battle for
Hyperion would be a trap, but that they were conming anyway. | told her

that the Qusters wanted ne to become Consul on Hyperion so that | m ght
be a doubl e agent when war cane.

| did not tell her that they had promi sed to give ne a device which
woul d open the Time Tonbs and all ow the Shrike free rein.

CEO d adstone had long talks with ne. FORCE: Intelligence agents had
even |l onger talks with me, sone lasting nonths. Technol ogi es and drugs



were used to confirmthat | was telling the truth and keepi ng nothi ng
back. The Qusters al so had been very good with technol ogi es and drugs.

| was telling the truth. | was al so keeping sonethi ng back
In the end, | was assigned to Hyperion. d adstone offered to raise the
world to Protectorate status and me to an anbassadorship. | declined

both offers, although | asked if | could keep nmy private spacecraft. |
arrived on a regularly schedul ed spinship, and my own ship arrived
several weeks later in the belly of a visiting torchship. It was |eft
in a parking orbit with the understanding that | could summon it and

| eave any time | w shed.

Al one on Hyperion, | waited. Years passed. | allowed ny aide to govern
the Qutback world while | drank at Cicero's and waited.

The Qusters contacted ne through private fatline and | took a three
weeks' |eave fromthe Consul ate, brought my ship down to an isol ated

pl ace near the Sea of Grass, rendezvoused with their scoutship near the
OOt Coud, picked up their agent - a worman naned Andil - and a trio of
techni ci ans, and dropped down north of the Bridle Range, a few
kiloneters fromthe Tonbs thensel ves.

The Qusters did not have farcasters. They spent their lives on the |ong
mar ches between the stars, watching life in the Wb speed by |ike sone
filmor holie set at a frenzied speed. They were obsessed with tine.
The TechnoCore had given the Hegenony the farcaster and continued to
maintain it. No human scientists or team of human scientists had cone
close to understanding it. The Qusters tried. They failed. But even
in their failures they nade inroads into understandi ng the nmanipul ation
of space/tine.

They understood the tine tides, the anti-entropic fields surrounding the
Tombs. They coul d not generate such fields, but they could shield

agai nst them and-theoretically - collapse them The Time Tonbs and al
their contents would cease to age backward. The Tonbs would 'open.
The Shrike would slip its tether, no |longer connected to the vicinity of
the Tonbs. Whatever el se was inside would now be freed.

The Qusters believed that the Tine Tonbs were artifacts fromtheir
future, the Shrike a weapon of redenption awaiting the proper hand to
seize it. The Shrike Cult saw the nobnster as an avengi ng angel; the
Qusters saw it as a tool of hunman devising, sent back through tine to
deliver humanity fromthe TechnoCore. Andil and the technicians were
there to calibrate and experiment.

"You won't use it now?" | asked. We were standing in the shadow of the
structure called the Sphinx.

"Not now,' said Andil. 'Wen the invasion is iminent."

"But you said it would take nonths for the device to work,' | said, for
the Tonbs to open."

Andi | nodded. Her eyes were a dark green. She was very tall, and
could make out the subtle stripes of the powered exoskel eton on her
skinsuit. 'Perhaps a year or longer,' she said. 'The device causes the

anti-entropic field to decay slowy. But once begun, the process is



irrevocable. But we will not activate it until the Ten Councils have
deci ded that invasion of the Wb is necessary.

' There are doubts?" | said.

"Ethical debates,' said Andii. A fewneters fromus, the three
techni ci ans were covering the device with chanel eon cloth and a coded
containnent field. 'And interstellar war will cause the deaths of
mllions, perhaps

billions. Releasing the Shrike into the Wb will have unforeseen

consequences. As much as we need to strike at the Core, there are
debates as to which is the best way.

I nodded and | ooked at the device and the valley of the Tonbs. 'But
once this is activated,' | said, '"there is no turning back. The Shrike
will be released, and you will

have to have won the war to control it?"
Andil smiled slightly. 'That is true."
| shot her then, her and then the three technicians.

Then | tossed Grandnmother Siri's Steiner-Gnn laser far into the drift
dunes and sat on an enpty flowfoam crate and sobbed for several m nutes.
Then | wal ked over, used a technicign's cornlog to enter the contai nment
field, threw off the chaneleon cloth, and triggered the device.

There was no i nmedi ate change. The air held the same rich, late-w nter
light. The Jade Tonb gl owed softly while the Sphinx continued to stare
down at not hing.

The only sound was the rasp of sand across the crates and bodies. Only
a glowi ng indicator on the Quster device showed that it was working ..
had al ready worked.

| wal ked slowy back to the ship, half expecting the Shrike to appear
hal f hoping that it would. | sat on the balcony of ny ship for nore
than an hour, watching the shadows filling the valley and the sand
covering the distant corpses. There was no Shrike. No thorn tree.
After a while | played a Bach Prelude on the Steinway, buttoned up the
ship, and rose into space.

| contacted the Quster ship and said that there had been an accident.
The Shrike had taken the others; the device had been activated
prematurely. Even in their confusion and panic, the Qusters offered ne
refuge. | declined the offer and turned ny ship toward the \Wb.

The Qusters did not pursue.

| used nyfatline transmitter to contact G adstone and to tell her that
the Quster agents had been elinminated. !

told her that the invasion was very likely, that the trap would be
sprung as planned. | did not tell her about the device. dd adstone
congratulated ne and called ne hone. | declined. | told her that |



needed silence and solitude. | turned ny ship toward the Qutback world
nearest the Hyperion system knowing that travel itself would eat tine
until the next act conmenced.

Later, when the fatline call to pilgrimge canme from @ adst one hersel f,
| knew the role the Qusters had planned for ne in these final days: the
Qusters, or the Core, or d adstone and her nachinations. It no |onger
matters who consider thenselves the nasters of events.

Events no | onger obey their nasters.
The world as we know it is ending, ny friends, no matter what happens to

us. As for me, | have no request of the Shrike. | bring no final words
for it or the universe.

| have returned because | nust, because this is ny fate. 1've known
what | rmust do since | was a child, returning alone to Siri's tonb and
sweari ng vengeance on the Hegenony. |'ve known what price | nust pay,

both in life and in history.

But when the tine cones to judge, to understand a betrayal which wll
spread |i ke fane across the Wb, which will end worlds, | ask you not to
think of nme - ny nane was not even wit on water as your |ost poet's
soul said - but to think of Od Earth dying for no reason, to think of

t he dol phins, their gray flesh drying and rotting in the sun, to see -
as | have seen - the notile isles with no place to wander, their feeding
grounds destroyed, the Equatorial Shallows scabbed with drilling

pl atforms, the islands thensel ves burdened with shouting, trammeling
tourists snmelling of U/ lotion and cannabi s.

O better yet, think of none of that. Stand as | did after throwi ng the
switch, a nurderer, a betrayer, but still proud, feet firmy planted on
Hyperion's shifting sand, head held high, fist raised against the sky,
crying ' A plague on both your houses.t

For you see, | renmenber nmy grandnother's dream | renenber the way it
coul d have been.

| remenber Siri.

"Are you the spy?" asked Father Hoyt. 'The Quster spy?"

The Consul rubbed his cheeks and said nothing. He |ooked tired, spent.
'Yeah,' said Martin Silenus. 'CEO G adstone warned

nme when | was chosen for the pilgrinmage. She said that there was a
spy."

"She told all of us,' snapped Brawne Lamia. She stared at the Consul
Her gaze seened sad.

"Qur friend is a spy,' said Sol Wintraub, 'but not nmerely an Quster
spy." The baby had awakened.

Weintraub lifted her to calmher crying. 'He is what they call in the
thrillers a double agent, a triple agent in this case, an agent to



infinite regression. In truth, an agent of retribution."

The Consul | ooked at the old schol ar

"He's still a spy,' said Silenus. 'Spies are executed, aren't they?"
Col onel Kassad had the deathwand in his hand. 1t was not ainmed in
anyone's direction. 'Are you in touch with

your shi p?" he asked the Consul

"Yes." ' How?"
"Through Siri's comog. It was... nodified."
Kassad nodded slightly. 'And you' ve been in touch

with the Qusters via the ship's fatline transnmtter?" 'Yes."
"Making reports on the pilgrinmage as they expected?" 'Yes."

'Have they replied?"

" No. "
'"How can we believe hinP" cried the poet. 'He's a fucking spy."

" Shut up,' Col onel Kassad said flatly, finally. H s gaze never left the
Consul. 'Did you attack Her Masteen?"

"No,' said the Consul. 'But when the Yggdrasil

burned, | knew that something was wong."

"What do you nean?" said Kassad.

The Consul cleared his throat. 'I've spent tinme with Tenplar Voices of
the Tree. Their connection to their treeships is al nost tel epathic.
Mast een's reaction was far too subdued. Either he wasn't what he said
he was, or he had known that the ship was to be destroyed and had
severed contact with it. Wwen | was on guard duty, 1 went below to
confront him He was gone. The cabin was as we found it, except for
the fact that the Mdbius cube was in a neutral state. The erg could
have escaped. | secured it and went above."

"You did not harm Het Masteen?" Kassad asked again
"No. "

"1 repeat, why the fuck should we believe you?" said Silenus. The poet
was drinking Scotch fromthe |ast bottle he had brought al ong.

The Consul | ooked at the bottle as he answered. ' You have no reason to
bel i eve ne. It doesn't matter."

Col onel Kassad's long fingers idly tapped the dull casing of the
deat hwand. 'What will you do with your fatline comiink now?"



The Consul took a tired breath. 'Report when the Tinme Tonbs open. |If
I"'mstill alive then."

Brawne Lami a pointed at the antique comog. 'W could destroy it."
The Consul shrugged.

"It could be of use,' said the Colonel. 'W can eavesdrop on nilitary
and civilian transm ssions nade in the clear. |If we have to, we can
call the Consul's ship."

"No!" cried the Consul. It was the first tinme he had shown enotion in
many minutes. 'We can't turn back now. "

"l believe we have no intention of turning back,' said Col onel Kassad.
He | ooked around at pale faces. No one spoke for a nonent.

"There is a decision we have to nmake,' said Sol Weintraub. He rocked
his infant and nodded in the direction of the Consul

Martin Silenus had been resting his forehead on the nouth of the enpty
bottle of Scotch. He |ooked up. 'The penalty for treason is death." He
giggled. "W're all going to die within a few hours anyway. Wy not
make our |ast act an execution?”

Fat her Hoyt grinmaced as a spasmof pain gripped him
He touched his cracked lips with a trenmbling finger
"W're not a court."

"Yes,' said Colonel Kassad, 'we are.”

The Consul drew up his legs, rested his forearns on his knees, and | aced
his fingers. 'Decide then." There was no enotion in his voice.

Brawne Lami a had brought out her father's automatic pistol. Now she set
it on the floor near where she sat. Her eyes darted fromthe Consul to
Kassad. 'W're talking treason here?" she said. 'Treason toward what?
None of us except naybe the Colonel there is exactly a leading citizen
We've all been kicked around by forces beyond our control."

Sol Weintraub spoke directly to the Consul. 'What you have ignored, ny
friend, is that if Meina d adstone and el enents of the Core chose you
for the Quster contact, they knew very well what you would do. Perhaps
t hey could not have guessed that the Qusters had the neans by which o
open the Tonmbs - although with the Als of the Core one can never know -
but they certainly knew that you would turn on both societies, both
canps which have injured your famly. It is all part of sone bizarre
plan. You were no nore an instrunent of your own will than was' - he
held the baby up - '"this child."

The Consul | ooked confused. He started to speak, shook his head
i nst ead.

'"That may be correct,' said Col onel Fedmahn Kassad, 'but however they



may try to use all of us as pawns, we nmust attenpt to choose our own
actions." He glanced up at the wall where pulses of light fromthe

di stant space battle painted the plaster blood red. 'Because of this
war, thousands will die. Perhaps mllions. |If the Qusters or the
Shri ke gain access to the Wb's farcaster system billions of |ives on

hundreds of worlds are at risk."
The Consul watched as Kassad rai sed the deat hwand.

"This would be faster for all of us,' said Kassad. 'The Shrike knows no
mercy."

No one spoke. The Consul seemed to be staring at sonething at a great
di st ance.

Kassad pressed on the safety and set the wand back in his belt. 'W've
cone this far,' he said. "W will go the rest of the way together."

Brawne Lami a put away her father's pistol, rose, crossed the snall
space, knelt next to the Consul, and put her arms around him Startled,
the Consul raised one arm Light danced on the wall behind them

A moment | ater, Sol Weintraub cane cl ose and

hugged them both with one arm around their shoul ders.

The baby wriggled in pleasure at the sudden warmh of bodies. The
Consul snelled the tal c-and-newborn scent of her

"I was wrong,' said the Consul. 'I will nake a reqtlest of the Shrike
I will ask for her." He gently touched Rache!'s head where the snal
skull curved in to neck.

Martin Silenus nade a noi se which began as a | augh and died as a sob

"Qur last requests,' he said. 'Does the nuse grant requests? | have no
request. | want only for the poemto be finished."
Fat her Hoyt turned toward the poet. 'Is it so inmportant?"

'Ch, yes, yes, yes, yes,' gasped Silenus. He dropped the enpty Scotch
bottle, reached into his bag, and lifted out a handful of flinsies,

hol ding them high as if offering themto the group. 'Do you want to
read it? Do you want nme to read it to you? It's flow ng again. Read
the old parts. Read the Cantos | wote three centuries ago and never

published. |It's all here. W're all here. M name, yours, this trip
Don't you see... |I'mnot creating a poem |'mcreating the future!" He
let the flinsies fall, raised the enpty bottle, frowned, and held it

like a chalice. 'I'mcreating the future,' he repeated without | ooking

up, 'but it's the past which nmust be changed.

One instant. One decision."

Martin Silenus raised his face. H's eyes were red. 'This thing that is
going to kill us tomorrow - ny muse, our nmaker, our unmaker - it's

travel ed back through tine.

Well, let it. This time, let it take nme and | eave Billy al one.



Let it take me and |let the poemend there, unfinished for all tinme." He
rai sed the bottle higher, closed his eyes, and threw it against the far
wal | . dass shards reflected orange light fromthe silent expl osions.

Col onel Kassad stepped closer and laid |long fingers on the poet's
shoul der.

For a few seconds the room seermed warnmed by the nmere fact of human
contact. Father Lenar Hoyt stepped away fromthe wall where he had been
| eaning, raised his right hand with thunb and little finger touching,
three fingers rai sed, the gesture sonehow i ncluding hinself as

wel | as those before him and said softly, 'Ego te absol vo.
W nd scraped at the outer walls and whistled around the gargoyl es and
bal conies. Light froma battle a hundred mllion kiloneters away

pai nted the group in blood hues.

Col onel Kassad wal ked to the doorway. The group noved apart.

"Let's try to get sone sleep,' said Brawne Lam a

Later, alone in his bedroll, listening to the wind shriek and how, the
Consul set his cheek against his pack and pulled the rough bl anket
higher. It had been years since he had been able to fall asleep easily.

The Consul se[ his curled fist against his cheek, closed his eyes, and
sl ept.

EPI LOGUE

The Consul awoke to the sound 'of a bal al ai ka being played so softly
that at first he thought it was an undercurrent of his dream

The Consul rose, shivered in the cold air, wapped his bl anket around
him and went out onto the |ong bal cony.

It was not yet dawn. The skies still burned with the Iight of battle.

"I"'msorry,' said Lenar Hoyt, looking up fromhis instrument. The
priest was huddl ed deep in his cape.

"It's all right," said the Consul. 'l was ready to awaken." It was
true. He could not renenber feeling nore rested. 'Please continue,' he
said. The notes were sharp and cl ear but barely audi bl e above the w nd
noise. It was as if Hoyt was playing a duet with the cold wind fromthe

peaks above. The Consul found the clarity al nost pai nful

Brawne Lam a and Col onel Kassad canme out. A minute later Sol Wintraub
joined them Rachel twisted in his arnms, reaching toward the ni ght sky
as if she could grasp the bright bl ossons there.

Hoyt played. The wind was rising in the hour before dawn, and the
gargoyl es and escarpnents acted' |ike reeds to the Keep's col d bassoon

Martin Silenus enmerged, holding his head. 'No fucking respect for a



hangover,' he said. He |leaned on the broad railing. 'If | barf from
this height, it'll be half an hour before the vomtus |ands."

Fat her Hoyt did not look up. His fingers flew across the strings of the
small instrument. The northwest w nd grew stronger and col der and the
bal al ai ka pl ayed

counterpart, its notes warmand alive. The Consul and the others
huddl ed i n bl ankets and capes as the breeze grewto a torrent and the
unnarmed nusi c kept pace with it. 1t was the strangest and nost
beautiful synphony the Consul had ever heard.

The wi nd gusted, roared, peaked, and died. Hoyt ended his tune.

Brawne Lam a | ooked around. 'It's al nbst dawn." 'W have anot her hour,"
sai d Col onel Kassad.

Lam a shrugged. 'Wy walt?"

"Why i ndeed?" said Sol Wintraub. He |ooked to the east where the only
hint of sunrise was the faintest of palings in constellations there. "It
| ooks like a good day is coming."

"Let's get ready,' said Hoyt. 'Do we need our |uggage?"
The group | ooked at one anot her

"No, | think not,' said the Consul. 'The Colonel will bring the com og
with the fatline conmunicator

Bring anythi ng necessary for your audience with the Shrike. W'Ill |eave
the rest of the stuff here.”

"Al'l right,' said Brawne Lam a, turning back fromthe dark doorway,
gesturing toward the others, '"let's do it."

There were six hundred and si xty-one steps fromthe northeast portal of
the Keep to the noor below. There were no railings. The group
descended carefully, watching their step in the insecure |ight.

Once onto the valley floor, they | ooked back at the outcrop of stone
above. Chronos Keep | ooked |ike part of the nountain, its bal conies and
external stairways mere slashes in the rock. GCccasionally a brighter
expl osion would illunm nate a wi ndow or throw a gargoyl e shadow, but
except for those instances it was as if the Keep had vani shed behi nd

t hem

They crossed the low hills bel ow the Keep, staying on grass and avoi di ng
t he sharp shrubs which extended thorns like claws. |In ten mnutes they
had crossed to sand and were descending | ow dunes toward the valley.

Brawne Lamia | ed the group. She wore her finest cape and a red silk
suit with black trim Her cornlog gleanmed on her wist. Colonel Kassad
cane next. He was in full battle arnor, canouflage pol yner not yet
activated so the suit | ooked matte bl ack, absorbing even the light from
above. Kassad carried a standard-issue FORCE assault rifle. Hi s visor
gleaned like a black mrror



Fat her Hoyt wore his black cape, black suit, and clerical collar. The
bal al ai ka was cradled in his arns like a child. He continued to set his
feet carefully, as if each step caused pain. The Consul followed. He
was dressed in his diplonmatic best, starched bl ouse, formal bl ack
trousers and dem -jacket, velvet cape, and the gold triconme he had worn
the first day on the treeship

He had to keep a grip on the hat against the wind that had come up
again, hurling grains of sand in his face and sliding across the dune
tops like a serpent. Martin Silenus followed close behind in his coat
of wind-rippled fur.

So!  Weintraub brought up the rear. Rachel rode in the infant carrier
nestl ed under the cape and coat against her father's chest. Weintraub
was singing a |l ow tune to her, the notes lost in the breeze.

Forty minutes out and they had cone even with the dead city. Marble and
granite gleaned in the violet light. The peaks gl owed behind them the
Keep i ndi stingui shable fromthe other nmountain-sides. The group crossed
a sandy vale, clinbed a | ow dune, and suddenly the head of the valley of
the Time Tonbs was visible for the first time. The Consul could nmeke
out the thrust of the Sphinx's wings and a gl ow of jade.

A runble and crash from far behind them nade the Consul turn, startled,
his heart pounding.

"Isn't it beginning?" asked Lam a. ' The bonbardment?" 'No, |ook,' said
Kassad. He pointed to a point above

t he nountai n peaks where bl ackness obliterated the stars. Lightning
expl oded al ong the false horizon, illum nating icefields and gl aci ers.
"Only a storm' he said.

They resuned their trek across vermlion sands. The Consul found
hinsel f straining to make out the shape of a figure near the Tonbs or at
the head of the valley. He was certain beyond all certainty that

sonmet hing awaited themthere . . . that it

awai t ed.

'Look at that,' said Brawne Lam a, her whisper alnpst lost in the w nd.

The Tine Tonbs were glow ng. Wat the Consul had first taken to be
light reflected from above was not.

Each Tonb gl owed a di fferent hue and each was clearly visible now, the
gl ow bri ghteni ng, the Tonbs receding far back into the darkness of the
valley. The air snelled of ozone.

'"I's that a common phenonenon?" asked Father Hoyt, his voice thin

The Consul shook his head. 'I've never heard of it." "It had never been
reported at the tine Rachel canme to study the Tonbs,' said So

Wei ntraub. He began to humthe | ow tune as the group started forward
agai n through shifting sands.



They paused at the head of the valley. Soft dunes gave way to rock and

i nk-bl ack shadows at the swale which | ed down to the gl owi ng Tonbs. No
one led the way. No one pokc. The Consul felt his heart beating wildly
against his ribs. W rse than fear or know edge of what |ay bel ow was

t he bl ackness of spirit which seenmed to have come into himon the w nd,

chilling himand nmaking himwant to run screamng toward the hills from
whi ch they had cone.

The Consul turned to Sol Wintraub. 'Wat's that tune you're singing to
Rachel ?"

The scholar forced a grin and scratched his short beard. 'It's from an
ancient flat film Pre-Hegira. Hell, it's pre-everything."

"Let's hear it,' said Brawne Lam a, understand i ng what the Consul was
doing. Her face was very pale.

Weintraub sang it, his voice thin and barely audible at first. But the
tune was forceful and oddly conpelling.

Fat her Hoyt uncradl ed the bal al ai ka and pl ayed al ong, the notes gaining
confidence.

Brawne Lami a | aughed. Martin Silenus said in awe, 'My God, | used to
sing this in my childhood. It's ancient."

"But who is the wi zard?" asked Col onel Kassad, the anplified voice
t hrough his helmet oddly amusing in this context.

"And what is Oz?" asked Lam a

"And just who is off to see this wi zard?" asked the Consul, feeling the
bl ack panic in himfade ever so slightly.

Sol Weintraub paused and tried to answer their questions, explaining the
plot of a flat filmwhich had been dust for centuries.

"Never nmind,' said Brawne Lanmia. 'You can tell us later. Just sing it
again."

Behi nd them the darkness had engul fed the nmountains as the storm swept
down and across the nobors toward them The sky continued to bleed Iight
but now the eastern horizon had paled slightly nore than the rest. The
dead city glowed to their left |ike stone teeth.

Brawne Lami a took the lead again. Sol Wintraub sang nore | oudly,
Rachel wiggling in delight. Lenar Hoyt threw back his cape so as to
better play the balalaika. Mrtin Silenus threw an enpty bottle far out
onto the sands and sang along, his deep voice surprisingly strong and

pl easant above the w nd.

Fedmahn Kassad pushed up his visor, shoul dered his weapon, and joined in
the chorus. The Consul started to sing, thought about the absurd
lyrics, |aughed al oud, and started again

Just where the darkness began, the trail broadened.



The Consul noved to his right, Kassad joining him Sol Wintraub filling
the gap, so that instead of a single-file

procession, the six adults were wal king abreast. Brawne Lam a t ook
Silenus's hand in hers, joined hands with Sol on the other side.

Still singing loudly, not |ooking back, matching stride for stride, they
descended into the valley.
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