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Rl VERS

Cat af | ow today i s noney/blood, the living substance of our human
rivers/arteries. You can steanboat the big flow, or slowy raft these rivers
up and down the world, or canoe into the branches and backwaters, with

al nost perfect freedom There are a few places you can't go--Saudi Arabia,
Nort hern Encl ave China, sonme towns in G een |daho. Nobody nuch cares to

go there anyway. Not much exciting is happening in those places.

--The U. S. Government Digi man on Datafl ow Econonics

56Revi si on, 2052

| EDUCA TED CORPSES

Omphal os domi nates Mdscow, Geen ldaho. It glows pale silver and gold |ike

a fancy watch waiting to be stolen. A tetrahedron four hundred feet high, wth
two vertical faces and a triangular base, it is the biggest thing in town, nore
ostentatious than the nearby Mdrnmon tenple, though not so painfully white

and spi ky. The | eadi ng edge points at the heart of Mscow |like a woodsman's
wedge. The vertical faces descend, blind and wi ndowl ess, to sink seventy feet
bel ow ground. The single sloping face is gently corrugated |like a dazzling

i vory washboard for the | eaden sky.

Onphal os is a broad-shoul dered edifice, Herculean architecture for the ages,
gi ven the kind of shockproof suspension and massive |oving arnor once reserved
for hardened defense installations and missile silos.

Jack Gffey waits patiently in line for the public tour. It is cold in Mdscow
today. Thirty people stand with himin the snaking line, all clearly marked

by their gray deninms as young tourists biking through Geen Idaho; all youthfully
unafraid of the reputation of the state's Ruggers, the | egendary gun-w el di ng
rugged individualists, who see thensel ves not as | aw ess brigands but

as steely-eyed human islands in a flooded, corrupting stream

But the state's reputation is exaggerated. Not nore than three percent of

t he popul ation could accurately be | abel ed Rugger. And fewer than ten young
tourists each year vanish fromthe old logging trails in the regrowth tinberl ands,
their forlornly beeping Personal Access Devices and little knit caps

nail ed to posts on the edges of the abandoned national forests.

In Gffey's opinion, Green Idaho has all the individuality ora zit on a corpse
The zit may consider itself special, but it's just a different kind of dead neat.
Gffey is known to his fewfriends as GII. At fifty-one he |ooks nild and
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10 GREG BEAR

that attract the interest of children and di scouraged wonen past their picky
twenties. He doesn't like Geen |Idaho any nore than he likes the rest of the
nation, or the world, for that matter.

A d-fashi oned radi ant out door heaters mounted on poles gl ow raw beef red
overhead, trying to keep the people in line warm G ffey has been here before,
thirteen tines; he's sure Omphal os knows his face and has tagged himas worth
payi ng margi nal attention to. That is okay. He does not mnd

Gffey is among the very few who know t hat Omphal os absor bs know edge

fromthe outside at the extraordinary rate of fifty mllion dollars a year. Since
Onphal os is publicly assumed to be a fancy kind of tonb for the rich and
privileged, its dead and near-dead nust be very curious. But few ask serious
questions about it. The builders of Omhal os paid a lot for freedomfrom
oversight, the kind of freedomthat can only be bought in G een |daho

The rulers of Geen ldaho, true to their breed, hate the Federals and the

outer society but revere noney and its nost sacred benison: freedom from
responsibility.

G ffey has been to the Forest Lawn Pyranmid in Sout hcoast California Omphal os
is, architecturally, by far the classier act. But he would never think of
robbing the truly dead in Forest Lawn, with their few scattered jewels adorning
rotting flesh.

The frozen near-dead are another matter. Entonbed with all their pal pable
assets--precious nmetals, collectibles, long-termsigs to offshore paper-deed se-curities-the
corpsicles racked in their special refrigerated cells in Ormphal os,

G ffey believes, mght be worth several hundred mllion dollars apiece.

Those rich enough to afford such accommodati ons have their choice of packaged
options: cheapest is capitation, bio-vitrifying and cryo-preserving the

head al one. Next is head and trunk; and finally, whol e-body. There are even
nmore expensive and still-experinmental possibilities ... For the wealthiest of
all, the plutocratic highest of the high.

The sl oping face of the wedge gleans like a field of wind-rippled snow. The
line begins to nove in anticipation there are sounds fromw thin. Ormphal os
opens its tall steel and flexfuller front doors. Its soothing public voice spreads
out over the crowd, only nmildly funereal

"Wl cone to the hope of all our futures," the voice says as the |ine pushes
eagerly into the tall, severe granite and steel |obby. Great shining pillars rise
around the student tourists |like steel redwdods, daunting and extra human.

The floor is living hol ostone, norphing through scenes of future spl endor
beneath their feet: flying cities high above sunset nountains, villas on Mars
and the Moon, idyllic valleys farmed by obedi ent arbeiters while beauti ful

magi sterial nen and wonmen of all races and creeds watch fromthe bal conies

of their spotless white mansions. "This conpletely automated facility is the
repository for a maxi mum of ten thousand two hundred and ni neteen biologically
conserved patrons, all expecting |ong and happy |ives upon their recon
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"Wthin Omhal os, there are no human enpl oyees, no attendants or engi neers or guards..."

G ffey has never net a machine he could not beat, at chess, at war ganes,

at predicting equities weather. Gffey believes he may be one of the snartest

or at least nost functionally successful human beings on this planet. He succeeds
at whatever he wants to do. O course--he grins to hinself---there are

many thi ngs he has never wanted to do.

He | ooks up at the distant |obby ceiling, studded with crystal prisns that

proj ect rainbows all around. Above them he imagi nes stacks of cold cells filled
with bodi es and heads. Sone of them are not frozen, he understands from secret
sources, but are still alive and thinking, suspended in nano baths in what is
euphenmi stically called warm sl eep. They are old and sick and the | aw does not

all ow themto undergo any nore major nedical intervention. They have had

their chance at life; anything nore and they are classified as greedy Chronovores,

seekers after immortality, which is illegal everywhere but in the quasi-independent
republic of Green Idaho, and inpractical here.

The terminally ill can, however, forfeit all but their physical assets to the
republic, and enter Onphal os as isolated wards of the syndicate.

G ffey presunes the still-living are the curious ones. They stay current as

t hey sl eep.

G ffey does not care what they're dreanmi ng, half-alive or wholly dead,

whet her they're | ocked into endl ess rounds of full-sensory Yox, or preparing
thensel ves for the future by becom ng the nost highly educated near-corpses

in the datafi ow world. They shoul d be honorably gone fromthe picture, out

of the gane. They don't need their assets.

Onphal 0s' s occupants are just a different set of pharaohs. And Jack G ffey

i s just another kind of tonb-robber who thinks he can avoid the traps and

break the seal s and unwrap the munmies.

"You are now within the atrium of the npbst secure building in the Western
Worl d. Designed to withstand catastrophic earthquakes, volcanic activity, even
t her nonucl ear expl osi ons or m crocharge di spersal s--"

Gffey is not listening. He has a pretty decent map of the place in his head,
and a much nore detailed map in his pad. He knows where the arbeiters nust

conme and go within the building's two entrances. He even knows who has

manuf actured the arbeiters, and what they | ook |ike. He knows nuch el se
besides. He is ready to go and does not need this final tour. Gffey is here to
legitimately pay his respects to a remarkabl e nonunent.

"Pl ease step th-is way. W have nockups of hibernaria and exhibits usually
reserved only for prospective patrons of these facilities. But today, for you
exclusively, we allow access to a new and vital vision of the future--"

Gffey grinmaces. He hates today's big lies--exclusively, only, | |love you al one,
trust, adore, but ultimtely, pay. Post-consumer weltcrap. He's glad he has paid
his nmoney for the last tine.
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and behavi ors. The system passes themthrough to the display area. The casket
room Lie in silken confort throzigh a/l eternity.

The young tourists in their deninms and warm upscal e Nandex stand agape

before the ice-blue enanel and fiexfuller hibernarium a long flattened tube
stretched across a nocked-up cubicle |ike a dry-docked submari ne cenent ed

at both ends. G ffey knows what the tourists, the young students, are thinking
They are all wondering if they will ever be able to afford this kind of inmmortality,
a chance at the Big Downstream

G ffey doesn't care. Even riches and the high |ife do not matter to him

because unli ke his partners, he has severe doubts they will ever be able to fence
such goods, nearly all of which will be marked with ineradicable tracers. Besides,
gol d neans nmuch less than it used to. Datafiowis all.

He's init to tweak a few noses, and to play agai nst the machi ne he suspects

lies within. Hardly a machine at all..

"Qur exclusive nethod of bio-vitrifying cryo-conservancy was pioneered by

four doctors in Siberia and perfected fifteen years ago. The fluids of a human
body normally crystallize upon freezing, but by vitrifying these fluids, naking
them snoothly gl assy, we elininate crystals conpletely--"

Gffey believes he will face an unauthorized artificial intelligence--Onphal os's
own advanced petafiop | NDA, perhaps even a thinker. He's al ways

wanted to go up agai nst a thinker

He suspects he'll |ose. But naybe not.

And what a gane

MF, FFM MM FF
e i s what
bet ween us
/
happens
/ is what separates us.

We are all different sexes, though with only two brands of equi pnent.
--The Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

2STONEHAMMER

Alice Gale believes this is cataspace, all interaction but no notion. In the
smal | black roomoff the long black studio, waiting can be a dull chunk of
time filled any way at all. She and her co-star, Mnstrel, are talking, waiting

for adjustnments on the stage. Mnstrel |ounges naked on the old | ow couch
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"So why don't you like those words?" Mnstrel asks. "They're ancient and
traditional, and they describe what we do."

"They're ugly," she says. "I say themif | want to or when |I'mpaid to, but

I've never been fond of them" Alice sits on the folding metal chair before him
illuminated by a soft free spot of white Iight, wearing a flimsy black robe, her
touchi ng knees exposed. There is some relief in old friendship. She has known

M nstrel for nine years. They have been talking for twenty m nutes and Francis
is still not ready for them

"You never fail to surprise me, Alice. But I'"'mnaking a point. Try saying
the word," he chall enges. "The tetragrammton."”

She considers, then says it, with a rise of her cheeks and a curve of her
lips and derogatory tilt of her head, her voice not very |loud and void of
enphasi s.

"You're not doing it justice," Mnstrel conplains. "God knows |'ve
heard you say it often enough. Say it professionally, if you can't get into it
personal ly."

Alice glares at him

"I mean it," he says. "I'mmaking a point here."

Mnstrel seens a little intense today, pushy. But she says the word once
nore. Her eyes narrow and her nose winkl es.

M nstrel sniffs. "Your heart isn't init," he says dubiously, "but even so, it
brings a snarl, feel it?"

Al'i ce shakes her head. "It's what sonebody el se wants nme to say, and that's
the way they want nme to say it."

M nstrel chuckles and taps her knee with one | ong square-tipped finger
"Li ke all wonen, you are not your art."

Alice is both perplexed and irritated. "Wat's that nean?"

"The word is a snarl. It's old and hard and blunt--it's a stone hamrer.
You say it when you really need the person you're with and you aren't enbarrassed
to show yoursel f deep down. It neans what's happeni ng touches your

feral instincts.”
"Bul | shit."

"You say that casually enough,” Mnstrel observes. He stands, applies finger
to cheek and inclines his head. In this pose, long and | oose, he reninds Alice
of an E1 Greco saint. Al he needs is a slack blue Ioincloth.

She feels the familiar deep appreciation, the yearning that has not dimn nished
in over fifty professional encounters in thirty-one vids, beginning with

her first when she was nineteen. That was ten years ago, and he was thin and
ri bby, holl ow chested and uncertain of his peculiar talent. Now he is | ean and
omi - asi an brown, nuscles finely toned and defined, his body a tenple as well
as an office, long hair pulled back froma high forehead, long thin patrician
nose al nost too sharp, lips proud as if recently slapped.

Alice pretends | anguid boredom then shifts suddenly into seductive speed.
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"Still not convincing," Mnstrel teases.
"Fuck me with your.., penis," Alice says. They both | augh

M nstrel's face crosses fromsaint to ascetic cherub. "Utterly, desperately

linmp. Only a doctor or a therapist would call it that, to make you feel inferior
Most nen prefer cock."

"Crows only in the norning," Alice says. Al conversations with Mnstrel

even in the down tine between plugs, are contagious. "Penis sounds |ike a

pl anet or a country."

"Vagina. Labia. ditoris," he pronpts.

"Li ke characters in a Renaissance vid," Alice says. She nuses. "They are al
royalty in the land of Penis. Vagi na never touches another person w thout

wearing gloves. She is cool and dresses in black |ace."

M nstrel's face lights up. "Labia is a dangerous wonan, sister to Vagi na and
Clitoris," he says. "A vanpire and poi soner."

"Citoris is the youngest, virginal sister," Alice says. She |oves ganmes. "They
are all daughters of..." Tongue tipping through her lips, catlike, while she

t hi nks. "Lucrezia Menarchia."

"Bravo!" Mnstrel says. He appl auds.

Alice bows and continues. "Citoris is the only one with any decency. She

bl ushes with shane at how her fanily carries on."

M nstrel reddens with subdued | aughter. They should not be too |oud up

here; it mght upset Francis, who can be very testy while preparing for a plug.
"All right. Cunt," he suggests.

Alice pauses, scowing. "That's a tough one."

"Not yours, ny dear."

Al'ice gives hima beneath-me face and taps her finger on her nose, thinking. "Cunt is a barbarian
princess fromthe outer reaches. She is raised by the outland

tribes of the province of Puberty."

M nstrel squints. "Not Puberty. Not quite right." He works at it and substitutes, "Pudenda."
Alice grins. "Pudenda it is. Cuntia is her nane when she travels in the

civilized realns."

M nstrel snaps his slender fingers. "W're on to sonething. Maybe Francis

will make us witers. Listen: Cunt is swapped in a hostage exchange between
Lucrezia Menarchia and Cunt's father, King Hetero. Lucrezia sends her daughter-her
hopel essly noral daughter Citoris to |l earn the barbarian ways and

| oosen up a bit. ditoris finally lets her hair down and finds fulfillment in the
arns of Cunt's heroic brother, dans. Cunt, however, must preserve her honor

in Menarchia rather than subnit to tenptation, for Lucrezia rules a corrupt

I and. "

Alice takes a deep breath, pretending to be stunned by this burst of genius,

then laughs out loud, the hell with Francis, who shouldn't keep them waiting

so long. She seldomlaughs this way, it sounds so nmuch like an ass's bray to
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her, but she is easy and open with Mnstrel. "So who or what is your precious
Fuck, then?" she asks.

M nstrel holds his hands as if in prayer and pretends great gravity. "Not to
be spoken lightly, or profaned. The tetragrammaton... Fuck... is the npst
powerful god of all, two-faced progenitor of the world. He prefers we see just
his benign face, the baby-maki ng, world-renewing side. But we all know his
opposite: Trickster, the devil that rides us and whips us until we bleed."

At this profundity, Alice stands on |ong |l egs, yawns, and stretches. "As

al ways, you are uselessly instructive," she tells him Mnstrel gives her his slow
prankboy's snile and stretches his arms higher than she can reach. She subdues
alittle shiver. Their chenistry is working, and hol di ng back does her performance
no good.

Alice turns to the low horizontal slit w ndow overl ooki ng the bl ack stage.
Sonet hi ng twi nkl es down there but they are off angle and cannot see the
projection. Francis is tediously careful with his plugs and backmni nd detail s,
but he could have laid in all of Chinese sexual psychol ogy by now. "Francis

shoul d be done. He'll want to hook us." Back in the real. Her forehead creases.
"Are you up, dear?" Mnstrel asks.

Alice shows himher nobon face. "Never less," she says. "Are you?"

Mnstrel's nuscles flex at the back of his jaw. He is hiding something behind
the cheer. He can hide from al nost anyone but her; she knows himbetter than
nmost wi ves know t heir husbands. To Alice it seems they have cone far and
survived much and agai nst the odds, but at sone cost. Mnstrel hides his

m nuses poorly in front of her.

A pity, she thinks, that his body is so seldomseen in the vids they make
now. Preferences of the bl essed audience for the psynthe exotic.

"You | ook negged," she says.

M nstrel turns away as if unfairly poked. "Let ne keep. my nood," he tells
her .

Alice noves in, swaying her shoul ders, clucking her tongue. "I'Il need al
of you in five mnutes, and you can't make ne work harder to get it," she says.
"What's down?"

"Not my libido," he shoots back

"You' ve cheered nme the |ast hour instead of |eaving me to brood over twi sted
thunbs. " She waps her arnms around him He pushes her off w th what begins

as real and angry strength, and ends gentleness and restraint.
"Is it Todd?" she asks.
"Todd was a year ago," Mnstrel says.

Alice nods synpathetically, lips pursed. "I should have known. Wy didn't
you tell ne?"

"I hide, you hide," Mnstrel says, and tries to force nore brave wit over
what is now a sad and | ost face.
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"Poor Mnstrel," she says. "They do not deserve you."

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (12 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:10 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

16
GREG BEAR

"No, they fapping well do not."

"So what's his nanme?"

"The little fap's nane is Gorgio and you, dear Alice, will never neet him
He doesn't deserve to neet you."

The wound is seldomfar beneath Mnstrel's arnor when she is doing the

probi ng; he conmes to her, at long intervals, like a dog with a boil, know ng
she will hurt himw th her lancet; also knowing it will do hi mgood

It is nowthat Francis chooses to blat his awful airhorn

M nstrel closes up his cares and assunes a heavy-lidded rouCs smle. "It is
never duty with you," he says, "but whatever it is, it calls.”

Alice | oops her armthrough his and they step down the broad railless stairs

to the stage, like royalty or Astaire and Rogers making a grand entrance.
Francis awaits themin the plug roombeside the main stage. Here as well
as on the stage all is flat gritty black, no reflection allowed as the canera m xes

its own glittering fairy-light dreans with the quantized |lux of the real. Francis
has named this canmera Leni. Leni has beconme much nore than an optica

device. She scatters over the stage, feeding i mages and projections at one end,
conbining themw th backm nd | ayers at the other, a smooth silver and bronze
bal | ed and coil ed snake.

Francis is irritated. Hs AD, scrawny and unkenpt--Ahnmed, Alice renenbers
vaguel y; Francis goes through four or five ADs each production--hurries

to arrange the bottles of nano and their small shiny plastic conduits and dans,
to be applied to the occiput of Alice's skull and to Mnstrel's tenple.

"Alice, fabled Alice, what woul d you do?" Francis asks as they reach the
bottom of the stairs. "I'mtwo weeks behind, two nill over, | have general fibe
and sat release dates in four days--and I'mstill layering!" Francis shakes his
head. He always appears a little sad and irritated. Alice accepts this in Francis,
as well as his fits of tenper, only because what he does is unique and, she

t hi nks, good; though Francis is not extraordinarily conmercial, working on a
Francis vid, even as backnind, can never hurt one's reputation.

"You' ve kept us waiting. Plug us and get your layers," Alice says matter-offactly.
"Echo that," Mnstrel says.

Francis wags his finger. "Fuck artists shouldn't bitch."

Alice cringes dramatically, pushes his finger back with her own.

Tiny black and silver machines with tactile fuzzy wheel s and bug-jewel eyes

crawl around the plug stage. They are little versions of Leni. Alice feels their
bright little eyes sucking in her offline words. She hates them Francis allows
these recording arbeiters to roamw th absolute freedom exani ning whatever

they choose; there are many in the audi ence who | ose thenselves in the life

of the production. Francis makes as rmuch on live behind-the-scenes docs

as on the vids thenmselves. "Fuck artist,” Alice croons to the nearest bug.
"Francis, the nano's a little old," Ahned says. "It isn't perking."
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"You aren't going to hook us with stale nano, are you, Francis?" Mnstre
asks.

"No fear. Alice, have you read the text?"

"Only fromthe prep you sent. It's a |ong book, Francis.
and | ong and dulI.

In fact, antique

Francis is preparing a deep-layered vid of The Faerie Queene. He sniles
proudly. "A real challenge, to fade the wonderful Spenserian stanzas into a
Yox." His face glows with the subject. "The Red Cross Knight is subject to
such tenptations, Alice. He is traveling with an Eastern queen named Una

A dragon has ravaged her |and, and she hopes the Red Cross Knight will--"

"It's set, Francis." Ahmed shows himthe bottles of translucent nano, now

fully charged with nutrients. The liquid within is turbid and finally perks; it
appears restless. Alice regards it with m sgivings. She has plugged over a
hundred tines, on various jobs, and she has never trusted the process--but

she has never been seriously injured even when, as now, the hook is adm nistered
by a nonnedi cal

"The knight will rid her land of the dragon. So far, the Red Cross Knight

has vanqui shed the hi deous nonster Error and all her progeny. Atruly horrible

scene, and |'ve layered it brilliantly. Now they are in a place of great tenp-tations--Una
and the knight. You've read the cues."

"We're all primed with ghostly passions,” Mnstrel says.

"Alice, nmy pride, you give me the nmost haunted |ibido |I've ever recorded,
when you're on point."

"I hope that's a conplinent," Alice says.

"It is. Una and the Red Cross Knight have strayed into the workshop of

the evil Archimago, who appears as a godly and kindly Hermt. It is a place

of terrible tenptations. You are a haunted spright, a succubus created by
Archinmago to torment and delude. You feel the deepest need for this young,
handsome, and virtuous knight, but if you have him you destroy him-and

you know he will never fall for your illusion. However, by appearing in the
formof the chaste Una, and engaging in lewd revels with fell ow phant ons,

you will mislead himinto thinking this Eastern Lady has succunbed and is

wal lowing in lust. You nust feel the False Una's passions as if she were actua
soul ed flesh, not a denonic illusion. Many curious eyes and fingers are sure to
want to plug into that |ayer."

"Specks like you're going for broad appeal, this tine," Mnstrel says, picking
at sonething between his teeth. He inspects his finger

"I'd like to pay sone bills, yes," Francis barks back. "You'll go direct into
Leni while we run the set piece on stage. You'll be |ayering over seven enotiona
records fromother fiuffers, so | need everything clean and clear."

Fluffers. Alice hates that word even nore than fuck artist, though it is comonly
used. It was once applied to wonen who kept actors erect or |ubricious
in old erotic novies. The conparison is inapt, at best; what Alice and Mnstre
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into the canera. Leni is only little less than a |arge set of eyes with a brain
behind them Francis guides Leni, cajoles her; theirs is not the relation of
artisan to tool, they are nore |ike partners.

Ahrmed brings up the little dams and shapes themto Alice's head first, then
Mnstrel's. He syringes a dollop of warmnano into the danms as they sit still.
Alice is used to this nethod of creating a broadband plug; it's comobn in the
cheaper Yox.

A few m nutes pass. A mcroscopic |ead of conducting nmaterial has passed
through the interstices of her skin, bone, and brain, into her deep anygdal a,
hi ppocanpus, and hypot hal anus; into the seats of her judgment engine, the

G and Central Terminal of her self. She feels nothing.

Ahned applies transponders to the little silver nipples of nano, no |arger
than a thunbnail. He takes readings for several ninutes fromthe canera.
Li ghts flash agreeably. "Hooked," he tells Francis.

Alice renoves her robe. Mnstrel is already naked. Francis makes a butterfly
gesture with his hands, then clasps his fingers.

"Here come the Sprights and Archi mago. Taking," he says. "dick one.™
Ahned | abel s the backm nd | ayer. The camera huns.
Franci s quotes from nenory:

"Thus well instructed, to their worke they hast,
And conmi ng where the knight in slonber |ay,
The one upon his hardy head hi m pl ast,

And made hi m dream of |oves and lustfull play,
That nigh his manly heart did nelt away,
Bat hed in wanton bliss and w cked joy..."

Franci s beans. "How |ike your own career, sweet Alice. How many nen
have you haunt ed?"

Alice ignores this.

On the stage behind them in translucent and sketchy 3D workprint, the

evil sorcerer Archinago | eads the Red Cross Knight through dreans of dark
chambers filled with withing bodies in silken robes. Hanging tapestries are
pul | ed aside by the incredul ous Knight, who sees false Una's flesh revealed in
intimte posture with an equally false Spright made a Squire. Alice ignores

nmost of this. What she and Mnstrel will provide has little to do with the plot.

Alice looks directly at Mnstrel. As always, the angle of Mnstrel's dark
brown eyes and the sharpness of his nose, the assurance of his professiona
smle, inpresses her. They have real and reliable chemstry.

"You will always be the nost beautiful woman on Earth," Mnstrel murnurs
to her, and she knows he neans it. He prefers men, but Alice affects him
as much as he affects her, reliably, predictably. If they lived together, their
contradictions would burn themout in a year; but in this professional capacity,
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Francis is watching the canera, his Leni. She seens happy.

What Alice feels first is the yearning warnth, not dissinilar to what a baby
feels for its nother; she wishes to be closer. Mnstrel touches her face with the
back of his hand, stroking her cheek, holding this off. He responds as nearly

all men respond to her, given a chance: she notes the flush on his chest, the
close focus of his eyes, the beginning rise. Often, the rise anuses her; nen
seem of f - bal ance when aroused, would topple |like cranes w thout her support.

But Mnstrel's rise is a delightful shock.

The delicious pain of expectation neeting an inner self-doubt drops her
back in the first sopping yet dry-nouthed experinents of youth ("Love for
sal e, appetizing young love for sale--" Billie Holiday singing Cole Porter),
amazed at success and delighted by it.

They kiss first, leaning forward to avoid other contact: soft roughness of |ips
i ke nubbled silk, oily snmoothness of tongues.

"Good," Francis says. He is recording none of the tactile, not of the surface;
only the deep surge, the pulse of yearning fromthe synpathies, the letting

down of vascul ar tensions by the parasynpathies, the nmessage of intense well-being
i ssued by the judging anygdal a; all of which Alice is aware of, but not

consci ous of.

Her thi ghs seem | arge and obvi ous; she might topple too. I amall thighs.

M nstrel waps her, presses forearnms agai nst her back, then withdraws them
until his fingers rub her ribs, just above the threshold of a tickle. Tongues
pl unge. For a monent this is too much and she breaks the kiss and noses the
hol | ow of his neck, shudderi ng.

M nstrel is not the nost |ovely and stinulating she has ever had, but she

is so astonishingly consistent with him Surprise, warnth, expectancy, and

then the final salt: Mnstrel prefers nen. Alice has a special command, a | eave
he gives few other wonen, if any. She specks himwith his male |overs, wonders
whet her she woul d have the same effect on them I|ikely not, doesn't matter

the warm fantasy is well away now, sailing with courses full

They clasp tight frombreasts to knees. He intrudes between her thighs and
friction again beconmes oily snpothness, but he does not press or angle. Mnstre
knows her tines and frequencies. He is an instinctive |over. She night shiver

a nuscle here, under his palm and he adjusts the nomentary nix of pressings
and withdrawal s to suit her as a horseman adjusts to his nount.

The conpari sons are beconing nore and nore basic, the sweetest and deep-es{

of cliches. She will ride, float, flow, sit in the waves, feel the high warm
sun; all images in her mind, nost frompast joins, sonme never real, all falling
i ke drowsy rivers of fine hot sand down her spine.

"Way, Cuntia," he murmurs. "So |ong | acki ng?"

"Shh," she says into his ear. Their notion nore pronounced. Francis forgotten
hooks i gnored, though she makes sure not to rub the transponders
| oose as she brushes her tenples against his chest. She di sengages, though she
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by wi t hhol di ng. She rubs hi mdown his stomach with her cheeks, lips, high
sensual definition against the tight skin.
"Good," Francis says.

Close-up, curls and the sweetly ugly rise, nore beautiful than kittens; she

adores him Mnstrel is all-valuable, all-honored; she suffers no disgrace by

doi ng anything for him She does not know what w llingness he will take

advant age of. Sonetines he assunes brusque anger, a delicate but dom nant

bruti shness that toes a thin thread yet never goes beyond earnest play. But

today Mnstrel is infinitely gentle and this also falls within her range of surprise
and expect ancy.

"W cked as Lucrezia," he says.

H s |languor is reward enough for the mnute she thinks she has. Sure

enough, at the end of a mnute, he takes her head between his pal ns and

renoves her, and she | eans back on the stiff pallet, knowi ng she need do

not hi ng but react, and that none too vigorously. Anong the nmen she has had,

the many hundreds of encounters |ong and short, professional and personal

M nstrel needs the |east indication of her fulfilled desire. He already feels what
she feels fromthe shivers and twi tches of her knees and the texture of the skin

of her hips and ribs and the nuscles beneath.
"Good," Francis says.

"Under Labia's disguise, dans finds shy ditoris,”" Mnstrel whispers into

her ear. H's weight is a surge of southern air; his breath and sweat nusk. She
can snell his body, a whiff of zoo, nervous but not weak; this is the part she
savors nost, reaching a man's deep concerns. After all their years, Mnstre
wonder s whet her she will approve. Since she knows she will approve, his concern
is a delight. Poor good nen, all the good |lovers, always this stretch of

nerves before the partaking. A laugh even of delight might be m sunderstood.
Seconds pass before she shows anything other than conpl ete and unquesti oni ng
accept ance.

"Good," Francis says. "And..."

She clutches Mnstrel, presses his butt down with her nails, feels the slipping
entrance, sucks in himand an uneven breath, sinultaneously.

Franci s quotes again:

"Wth sword in hand, and with the old man went;/Wo soon hi m brought

unto a secret part,/Were that false couple were full closely nment/ln wanton
lust and | ewd enbracenent;/Wich when he saw, he burnt with gealous fire,/
The eye of reason was with rage yblent,/And woul d have slaine themin his

furious ire,/But hardly was restrained of that aged sire..."
M nstrel shudders.
"Enough. Cut."

He hol ds, withdraws. Alice's eyes dart around the stage. "Wuat?" she says.

"Focus," Francis commands. "Di sappoi ntnent. You cannot have the Red
Cross Knight. You are a Spright, a Succubus, not a true female. Everything
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M nstrel lies back, flushed. Alice wants to clinmb onto himbut that would

not be professional. O all things in her life that would keep her fromhim it
is this isinglass nenbrane of her working self-respect.

Francis nonitors Leni, his eyes glazing over. Alice | ooks on the canera as a
kind of dragon, a ravenous audi ence suspended in a line through all future
time behind the canera's nany senses.

"Perfect, both of you," Francis says, returning and smling. "Good enough

to earn a credit. Your followers will love this."

M nstrel smiles back wearily. The muscles of his jaw tighten. The spell is
broken and he is thinking of the sooty world.

M nstrel |eans over her. "dans would ask dear Cuntia to marry him" he

says, "but the pressures of royal life.., you know how it is."

"Cuntia would accept," Aice replies.

"We shouldn't leave this unfinished,” Mnstrel says.

Alice is puzzled. "No."

Francis shouts for the stage to be cl eared.

"But we have to." Mnstrel smiles. "Better for the next tinme."

This is their third dry enbrace in the past six nonths. They are nearly

al ways in shadow, backnind |ayering now, never up front in the fulfilled

I UX.

"I''ll be waiting," Alice says, and M nstrel strokes her cheek before clinbing
the stairs to get dressed.

Ahnmed stares at her, flushed and awed.

"You're new, aren't you?" Alice asks too sweetly. She puts on her robe and
clinbs the stairs after. At the top, she hears her pad chine in a | oop of her
street clothes. Mnstrel is half-dressed. Times past, they nmight have finished
their business up here, neither of them believing pent-up passion to be healthy,
but she can see Mnstrel's heart and mind are el sewhere.

The courtesies have fled. They' ve peaked and both know it.

She pulls the small pad fromher purse and takes the call. "Alice here."

"I couldn't |eave a nessage or |let our hones talk to each other. This is

Twi st. "

Twi st is younger than Alice by six years but already a veteran. They net

two years ago and took a quick liking to each other. Twist--if she calls at
all--treats Alice as a kind of nother

"Hello, Twist. I'mjust getting off a plug for Francis."
"Somet hing's queer, Alice."

"What ?"

"I"'macting really queer. | need to see sonebody."

"How queer ?"

"1'"mobsessing all over the place, about David."

Fuck artists, like npost sex care workers, take on so many partners, Alice
can not immediately renmenber just who David is. She thinks they m ght have
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"I'"'mnot a therapist, Twist."

"I called ny mother, Alice," Tw st says. "Before | called you. You know what
that cost me?"

Twi st often hints at the nonstrosity of her nother. Alice has taken it all
with a few grains; even therapied, Twi st never flows the straight pipe.
Alice sits on a bench and crosses her legs. Mnstrel gives her an exaggerated
grimace and tw nkle-wave with his fingers, picks up his bag. Aice watches
himgo with a small sharp sadness.

"Al'l right, why not go straight to a therapist?"

"Because David took me out of the agency," Twi st says. "I'mout of the
paynent grid. He was getting ne jobs. He has connections.”

"Ah," Alice says, suddenly renenbering David. The David, Tw st called

him a small, thin man with dark hair. Alice had instantly specked himas a
scheming litter scrawn desperately trying to make up for being born a runt,
al ways sure he had the answers. Tw st adores him hangs on his every reedy
wor d.

"Well, 1'"msure the agency--" Alice begins.

"David won't let ne. He's gone aggly, too."

"What do you nean?"

"I feel like | felt when | began therapy. | was thirteen, Alice. | was a bad
case, a real nmess. It's all back now, only worse." She gives a painful, nervous
giggle. "David says it nust have never really took."

"Why don't you cone to ny apt and let's talk," Alice suggests. "I can be
there in half an hour--"
"I don't know that David will let ne."

Alice takes a deep breath. Some new fluffers are conming up the stairs. Francis

is working overtime.

"I do need to talk, Alice. Going to be home tonorrow?"

"Morni ng, yes."

"I''"ll be there at ten. I'll set up David with sonebody. Cardy's fuckish for

him Then | can get free for a couple of hours."

Alice cringes. That word--Mnstrel's tetragrammaton--sounds too hard on

Twist's lips. Twist is like alittle girl in so many ways. Alice realizes this is
uncharacteristic; sex words hard or soft generally do not bother her, whatever
her private opinions. She is darked by the scrimof others. "I'll see you in the norning," Alice
says.

"Yeah. Love you, Alice."

"You too." She closes the |ink and stands anong the four new fluffers, none

of whom she knows. They all wear butterfly colors; they come from Sextras,

now the top Yox tenp agency for fuck artists. They snmile at her; they know

who she is. She used to be heat made flesh

She sniles back, polite and a little condescendi ng, shakes a few hands,

tongue-ki sses one of the bold males, and then is down the stairs, where Ahned
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The nmonstrosity of this technol ogical era is indescribable. A man can

carry armes of progeny within his testicles, none of themhis own...

some perhaps not purely human. A wonan can bear within her unnatural
"artworks" qui ckened by science and surely as soulless as stones. W sicken

and despair. There is nothing of God in these machi nes and machi ne- men.

The Mot her Church has nothing to offer the tine into which we have been born but
warni ng that sounds |like a curse: As you sow, so shall you reap!

mPope Al exander VII, 2043

From Anonynous Remail er
To: Pope Al exander VII

Dat e: Decenber 24 2043

"You're just a Catholic Dickhead, you know that? Cone to ny town (woul dn't

you like to know you shit) sometine and |I'Il show you a GOOD Tl ME. Let your
bodi guards know I' m about seven feet tall and dresed |ike the Demans in NUKEY
NOOKY which | bet youve plaid too you asswi pe hippocrit!!!!! Have a nice
day!ttine

EMAIL Archive (ref Security Inv, Re: Thread: Encyclical 2043, Vatican Library
Cul tural Tracking STAFF/ I NDA 332; reverse track through Finland> ANONYM

REMAI L Code REROUTE> SW TZERLAND/ ZI MBABWE> ACCT HDFi nster >

Harrison D. Finster ADDRESS 245 W Bl essoe Street Apt 3-H Greensboro, NC
USA. PROFI LE> 27 years of age at tinme of nmessage, >CONCLUSI ON: FLAME

PROFI LE No action necessary, ref Vatican Internal Investigator coments:
"Young, shit for brains.")

3 ALLOSTASI S

For Martin Burke, life has beconme anaspace, all notion but no engagenent,
no i nteraction, no sense of progress. And yet he is not unsuccessful.

He noved fromthe conmbs of Southcoast two years ago. He had set hinself

up as a design consultant for niniature therapy nonitors, mcroscopic inplants
that roanmed freely in the body and brain, regulating bal ances and adj usti ng
nat ural neurocheni cal concentrations. Al of the delayed but no | ess painful
publicity about his involvenent with the mass-mnmurderer and poet Emanuel
Goldsnith had put an end to this new career; no corporation wanted to be
associated with himafter that, though they still license and nanufacture from
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Since noving to Seattle, he has worked in special nental therapy, out of

the third floor of an old, dignified building off Pioneer Square.

Qutside it is a rare cloudl ess winter norning, though at eight o'clock stil
dark. On the Southcoast of California, at the end of his last career, the sun had
seened i nhumanly probing and constant. Martin had yearned for change,

weat her, clouds to hide under..

Now he yearns for sun again.

Strangely, away from California, the publicity has actually brought in new
clients; but in balance, it also ended the Iove of his Iife. He has not seen or
heard from Carol in a year, though he keeps in touch with his young daughter,
St epl ani e.

Martin enters the round | obby and pushes open the door to his office, slinging
his personal pad and purse onto their hooks on an antique coat rack. He

has resisted the expense of installing a dattoo or skin pad, with circuitry and
touches routed through mldly electrified skin, preferring instead a nore ol d-fashi oned
i mpl enent, and keeping his body natural and inviolate into his forty-eighth
year.

Hi s receptionist, Arnold, and assistant, Kim greet himfromtheir half-glass
cubicle at the center of the |obby. Arnold is large and well-trained in both
public relations and physical restraint. Kim small and seemingly shy, is a
power house therapeutic psychol ogy student with a ninor in business relations.
He hopes he can keep themworking for himfor at |east the next year, before
their agency fields better offers.

Tucked out of sight, a year-old INDA sits quietly on a shelf overl ooki ng

the reception area, nonitoring all that happens in the office's five roons.

He prepares for the long day with a ten-nminute staff neeting. He goes over

pati ent requests for unscheduled visits. "Tell Ms. Danner |'ll see her at noon
Friday," he instructs Arnold.

"I"'moff that day," Arnold says. "She's a five-tinmer." Martin | ooks over Ms.
Danner's record. She's a five-tine CTR--core therapy reject--with a | ong
crimnal record. "Want ne to be here?"

"She's not violent," Martin says. "Klepto nostly, inclined to hurt herself

and not others. Enjoy your day off."

Martin has expanded his business by taking referrals fromtherapists who

can't handle their patients. After relieving hinself of his own denon, he has
a special touch with people who are still ridden.

"And M. Perkins--?" Arnold asks.

Martin makes a wy face. Kimsmles. M. Perkins is nuch less difficult

than Ms. Danner, but |less pleasant to deal with. He is unable to establish
lasting relations with people and relies on human-shaped arbeiters for conpany.
Three previous therapi sts have been unsuccessful treating him even wth

the nobst nodern nano monitors and neuronal enhancenent.

"Third request in a week," Martin says. "l suppose he's still having trouble
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The patient log floats before Arnold's face like a small swarm of green insects. "His wife,
calls her."

"He can't bear to deactivate the old personality. That passes for kindness in

him | suppose.” Martin smrks. "I'll see him Mnday. So who's up for this

nor ni ng?"

"You have Joseph Breedl ove at nine and Avril de Johns at ten."

Martin winkles his forehead in specul ation. Neither Breedl ove nor de Johns

are difficult patients; they fall into that category of unhappy people who regard

therapy as a replacenent for real acconplishnment. Therapy to date can only

meke the best of what is already available. "I have an hour free at el even?”
"OfF course.”
"Then all is in order. It's eight-thirty now | have a half-hour until M.

Breedl ove. No touches until nine."

"Right," Arnold says.

Martin takes his pouch and wal ks down the narrow hallway to the back

office. Sa,ctz/m Sa,ctorm Sonetinmes he sleeps here, since there is little to go
back to at hone. He missed the chance for the island sharehold on Vashon--damabl e
Nort hwest of fi shness, thirty-year residents and born-here's discrimnating
shanel essly against the fresh arrivals--and so Martin's hone is a condo

in a small ribbon conb overlooking the northbound three-deck Artery 5 Freeway.

It is not expensive, nor is it particularly attractive. In tw years, his

resi dency advocate tells him he may be allowed into sonme higher lottery,

per haps even a Bai nbri dge sharehol d.

Private touches flicker around himas he sits at his desk, like pet birds

beggi ng. Some he flagged a week ago for inmediate attention. He shoos them

off' with a wave, then pokes at the fresh touches and they line up, the first
expanding |like an origam puzzle. This is from Dana Carrilund, the head of
Wirkers Inc Northwest. He wonders who gave her his sig. Despite this being

his free period, he opens this i mediately.

Carrilund's voice is warm and profbssional. "M. Burke, pardon ny using

your personal sig. I'min areal bind. I"'mtold we have about seven of our clients
taki ng special therapy with you. They're doing well, | hear. | nmay have additiona
clients for you--all of themfallbacks. Please let ne knowif we can

fit this into your schedule. Also, I1'd like to speak to you in person and in
private."

It's outside his usual donmain; Martin specializes in core therapy ftilures,

people for whominitial and even secondary therapy does not work. Fall backs

have been successfully therapi ed but experience recurrence of thymc or even

pat hi ¢ i nbal ances.

Why woul d the head of Workers Inc Northwest place such a touch? Martin

frowns; he presuned Workers Inc Northwest sent their cases to Sound Therapy,

the | argest anal ysis-therapy corporation in the Corridor. He's flattered to receive
such high-level attention, but can't think of a reason why.
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cases are of interest. Let me know what you need and I'Il work up a schedul e
and proposal. | hope we can neet soon."

This is a shanel ess hedge agai nst any downstream | ags i n business, sonething
Martin is always sensitive about. He does not need any nore patients.

Still, he has never quite lost his fear of unenploynent; a contract with Wrkers
Inc could snoboth over any future rough tines.

The next nessage is fromhis daughter, their daily norning exchange. Stephanie
still lives in La Jolla with her nother. They |ink once a week and he

manages trips south every other nonth, but as he watches the image of this

| ovely three-year-old, a sonewhat plunper version of Carol, who seenms in their
genetic dance to have grabbed only Martin's eyebrows and ears, this inmage in

its sharp perfection kissing air where his nose mght be and holding up a
succession of red and bl ue paper crafkworks, eager for his approval, only makes
himlonelier. Another inexplicable faultline.

He tacks to his reply a bedtine story he recorded | ast night, adds |oving
comrents on the skill of her craftworks, shoots the reply to reach her pad by

m dnorni ng break in the live public schoolroom Carol will never allow hone

i nstruction. Nothing New Federalist about Carol

The essential touches processed, he pulls his chair up to his desk and says,

"I NDA, are you there?"

The | NDA responds inmediately. A lovely liquid voice neither male nor

femal e seems to fill the room "Yes, sir."

"Any results from yesterday?"

"1"ve analyzed the journal entries you suggested. Your fee for arbeiter access to the journals is
now at the limt, Dr. Burke."

Martin will have to upgrade his credit with the deal er today.

"That's fine, INDA. Tell nme what you' ve found."

"I have seven references to Country of the Mnd investigations, all of them

in cases predating last year's law." The United States Congress, acting in conjunction
wi th Europe and Asia, has passed | aws banni ng two-way psychiatric

i nvestigation through the hippocanpal juncture, which Martin pioneered. Appeals
to the Suprene Court and World Psychiatric O ganization have been

qui etly buried; nobody is currently interested in stirring up this hornet's nest.
Emanuel Col dsnmith might have been the final poison pill.

"No defiance or physician protests?"

"A search through avail able records indicates the procedure has not been

openly perfornmed in four years by anybody, in any part of the world."

"I mean, has anyone published contrary opinions?"

"Liberal Digest's Miltiway has posted twelve contrary opinions in the past

year, but that makes it a very minor issue. By conparison, they posted four

t housand and twenty-one contrary opinions on the Freedomto Choose I|ndividua
Therapy decision '"is a vis the requirenents of renp agencies and em
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York and Virginia, bastions of New Federalism had clearly been intended to
put roadbl ocks in the way of therapy's juggernaut dom nation of society, but
the Suprene Court had voided the rulings, based on contract |aw, com ng
down in favor of tenp agencies and enpl oyers. Liberal Digest had, for once,
agreed with the New Federalists that therapy should not be forced on tenp

agency clients, under threat of unenpl oynent.
These were strange tines.
"Any concl usi ons?"

"W do not foresee any interest in Country of the Mnd investigations, as
a social issue, for many years." "W" anong INDAs is purely a placekeeper

for "this machine,” and does not inply any self-awareness.
"I't's dead, then."
"Of no currency," the | NDA anmends.

Martin taps his desk. He has noved completely away fromthe discovery

whi ch | aunched his fame and caused his downfall. He believes strongly that
Country of the Mnd investigations could be incredibly powerful and useful
but society has rejected themfor the tine being--and for the foreseeabl e
future.

"I suppose that's best," he says, but w thout conviction
H's office pad chinmes. It's early.
"Yes, Arnol d?"

"Sir, there's a gentleman here. No appointnment. New. He's very insistent--
says he'll make it worth your while."
"What's his probl en?"

"He won't say, sir. He won't accept Kims evaluation and he | ooks very
edgy. "

Kimjoins in, out of the intruder's hearing: "Sir, his name is Terence Crest.
The Terence Crest. W've run a check. He is who he says he is."

It's Martin's day to be approached by influential people. Crest is a billionaire,
known for his conservati smand quest for privacy as nuch as his financia
dealings--nostly in Rmentertainment. Martin taps his finger on the desk

several tinmes, then says, "Show himin." The day's touches, drifting at apparent
arms length over the office pad, vanish

Martin greets M. Crest at the door and escorts himto a chair. Crest is in

his md-forties, of mediumheight, with a thin bland face and | arge unfocused
eyes. He is dressed in dark gray with thin black stripes, and beneath his |ong
coat, his shirt is living sun-yellow, body-cleansing and health-nonitoring fabric.
His right hand carries three large rings, signs of affiliations in high conb
society. Martin cannot read the ring patterns, but he suspects strong New
Federal i st | eani ngs.

The way Crest holds his head, the way the light hits his skin, Martin has a
difficult time nmaking out his expression. He has the spooky sensation of the
man's face losing detail with every gl ance.
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this, but 1've been told | can rely on you." His voice is clear and crisp. Crest
is accustomed to being listened to attentively. He |ooks dream |y at the ceiling
and remai ns standing. Martin asks himto sit.

Crest peers down at the chair, as if waiting for it to move, then sits. "I'm
still mulling over what you posted in People's Therapy Miultiway | ast week.
Allostatic load and all. That the pressures of everyday life can bend us |ike

overstressed netal bars."

Martin nods. "An explanation of a general idea for a general readership
Why does it concern you?"

"I can't afford the disgrace.”

"What di sgrace?"

"l think 1'"mexceeding ny load Iimts.” A thin sour chuckle. "I'm about

to break."

"Suffering fromstress is no disgrace, M. Crest. W all face it at sone tine
or another in our lives."

"Well, I"'mstill westling with the idea of ny physicality. | was raised
Baptist. And for sone of ny . . . connections,friends, well, that sort of weakness
doesn't sit well."

"A not uncomon prejudice, but nothing nore than that--prejudice."

"It's hard for ne--for them-to accept that illness, in the mnd, can result
from sonet hing other than.., you know. A defect in the soul."

"That's the way it truly is, M. Crest. Nothing to do with inborn character
defects. W're all fragile."

"Dr. Burke, |I can't be fragile." Even through the vagueness, Crest's face
hardens. "My people won't let me. My wife is as high natural as they cone,
and everyone in her famly. | feel like they're expecting ne to fall, you know,
fromtheir grace. Any minute." He smacks his hands together lightly. "I suppose

that's a kind of stress, too."

"Sounds like it could be," Martin says.

"If I had to be therapied... | would lose a lot, Martin."
"Happens to the best of us."

"You keep saying that," Crest says. "It's just not true. It doesn't happen to
the best of us. The best of us cope. The best of us have better chenistry,

stronger neurons, a better nolecul ar bal ance, just an all-around better constitution..

we're nade of finer alloy. The others.., they fail because they're
flawed. "

Instinctively, Martin does not like this man--he feels unconfortable in his
presence. But many strong-willed patients in deep pain cone across this way.

Crest slaps his hand on the chair arm "I am haunted, Dr. Burke. There are
days when | know |'mgoing to crunble. Some of the corporations | work
with, nmaking very |arge deal s--they require an inspection every nonth, can
you believe it?"
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Martin smles. "It's not called for, that's for sure."
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letting a deal fall through. A brain race." Crest smiles back at Martin. The
snile seens to fall in shadow, though the roomis brightly [it. "Very Anmerican
Reliability above creativity."

"Intelligence and creativity often acconpany nore fragile constitutions,"”

Martin says. The lecture is famliar, meant to reassure. "There's every evi dence
sonme people are nore sensitive and alert, nore attuned to reality, and this puts
a greater load on their systens. Still, these people nmake thensel ves very usefu

in our society. W couldn't get along w thout them-"

Crest shakes his head vigorously. "Genius is next to nmadness, is that what
you' re sayi ng, Doctor?"

"CGenius is a particular state of mnd.., a type of nind, only distantly
conparable to the types |I'mtal king about."

"Like a genie in the head? Just rub it the right way and out it conmes?

Well, I'"'mno genius," Crest chuckles tensely, "and | haven't been accused of

being very sensitive... So why do | worry? | mean, the type of decisions I'm

cal l ed upon to nake demand tough thinking, nmaybe even a | ack of human

sensitivity... And above all else, stability. | have to stand up to tough conditions
for Iong periods of tine."

"Well, your nane is well known, M. Crest."”

Crest raises a finger and jabs at the ceiling. "One little slip... Down from

hi gh natural to, say, a sinple untherapied." Crest shudders. "One little inappropriate
thought, and ny wife takes her connections with her--right out of

the house. | honestly think I'mgoing to obsess nyself into just what | fear

over this.

"Dr. Burke, this conversation has to be absolutely secure. Confidential. I
amw lling to pay a hundred thousand dollars for you to secretly take care of
me if | should fall."

Martin hates turning down patients; he also hates being treated Iike a man

who can be bought. Not that he's unassailable--to his intense personal shane,
he's been bought before. It's a thene in his life. He knows what the consequences
can be.

Crest sighs. "This is torture for you, isn't it, Doctor?"

" How?"

"Having a high natural cone in here and run of f about chances of failing.
| nean, you're not a high natural, are you?"

"No. "

"Unt her api ed? Just a natural ?"

"No. "

"Therapied, and for sone tine, right?"

"Ri ght."

"So you rmust be... | nean, it rnmust be like having a rich man conme in and
worry about |osing his nobney, and you haven't got any."

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (27 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:10 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

Martin squints at Crest and says, "You're offering four tines my highest
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that there's too nuch enphasis on high natural ratings. It isn't that big a deal.
It's another human neasurenent, a quantification sonme folks are willing to

use to separate us fromeach other."

"I"'mnot a have-not, Dr. Burke. |I'mused to having."

"1 wouldn't put so nuch store in having this particular thing, this high-natural
rating, if | were you. You'd be surprised at the power and influence of

sone who don't."

"Sure," Crest says, agitated. "Like you. Nobody rates you but your nedical

board. Doctors have al ways protected their own."

Martin clanps his teeth together tightly before answering. "IF we used the
criteria your fell ow businessnen seemto find attractive, we'd | ose nost of our
best, our nost sensitive doctors.™

"There's that word again," Crest says, sniffing and drawing in his jaw.
"Sensitive. I'mnot an artist, I'mnot a therapist, |I'ma decision naker. | have
to make a dozen inportant decisions a day, every day. | have to be keen, I|ike

a knife edge. Not sensitive."

"The sharper the edge, the nore liable it is to be blunted if it's msused,”
Martin observes.

"l have ny standards,
to accept them"

"M. Crest, | have ny standards as well. If this is going to have any positive
out come, we should start all over again. You've interrupted nmy day without

an appoi ntment, you've inpugned ny professional ethics by flinging noney

at ne...

Crest says. "I'msorry if nobody else is strong enough

Crest sits very still. The light around his face is not natural, not the lighting
of the room He might be nmade of wax.

"I know you don't like me, and that's fine, |'mused to that, but | have ny

own sense of honor, Dr. Burke. |'ve gotten nyself into something. | know

what's right and what isn't and |I've violated that code. It began as greed.

Greed for life, | suppose, for fighting off the real devils, for keeping all I've

made. But it's beyond that now. " Crest stares at him
Martin cannot penetrate the vagueness of the man's face. He has never seen

anything like it. "If you can cone back later today, | can run ny own eval uation,
with ny own equiprent.”
"Now, " Crest says. "I need it now "

Martin is willing to believe that Crest is close to a thym c inbal ance, maybe
even a pathic collapse, but the situation is fraught with legal difficulties.
"I can't treat you on an energency basis, M. Crest."

"These nen and wonmen |'minvolved with . . . they kill people who talk to
out si ders. "

That does it, Martin thinks. "I can recomrend a clinic not two bl ocks from
here, but sir, with your resources, you can--"

"I can't use nmy own nedicals or therapists. They're not secure. | agreed to
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have themfeed ny stats and vitals into.., the center. They would know. |'m
close to the edge, Doctor. Two bal,#rea' thosa,a'."
Martin swallows. "I can't treat patients close to severe collapse. That requires

an initial evaluation by a federally licensed prinmary therapist."
Crest smiles again, or perhaps he is not smling at all.

He | eans forward and places his arnms on Martin's desk. "I could tell you,

and then tell them They would have to kill you. O discredit you."

"I don't react well to threats," Martin says. "I can't be forced to do sonething
illegal, whatever the noney or the threats. | think you shoul d--"

"l could kill you nyself."

Martin stands. "Get out.”

"I could be just like them but I'mnot. | really amnot." He raises his arns
and shouts, "No agreenents, no pressure. |'d give it all up. Doctor, you can
have it all ... Just get me out of this!"

"I"ve told you what ny linmits are, M. Crest. | can give you the nanes of

very discreet energency therapists--"

Crest stands and brushes off his el bows, though the chair arns are not dusty.
H's voice is steady now "lI'msorry to have wasted your tine. |I'Il feed fifty K
into your accounts for your trouble."

"No need," Martin says, knowing that his anger is conpletely inappropriate,
but feeling very angry.

Martin escorts Crest to the door. Crest pauses, turns as if to say sonething
nmore, and then | eaves.

Martin sighs deeply, collects hinmself. He walks into the | obby a few m nutes
later. Arnold and Kimstare at him sharing his relief and astoni shment. They
go to the wi ndow | ooki ng down on the street and see a snall black |inpusine
move into traffic three floors bel ow

"That is the strangest encounter |'ve had in years,"” Martin says. He gl ances
at Kim "Eval uation?”

"He's real close," Kimsays. "He should go to a prinmary therapist."

"That's what | told him He wouldn't listen."

"Then there's nothing we can do."

Neverthel ess, Martin feels a jab of guilt. He has not even re-applied for a
federal license. He is sure he would be turned down--and that could be a

bl ack mark agai nst his current practice.

Li ke Crest, he, too, has a tortuous path to foll ow.

"Doctor," Arnold says. "Ms. Carrilund got your touch and needs to respond

right away. | wouldn't interrupt before the next client, but--"

He thinks of Crest's situation, and how prevalent in the real world that

ki nd of cruel conpetition nmust be, to drag down even the wealthiest. "I'Il take it," Martin says
He returns to his office and faces the pad on the desk. Carrilund appears

before himin conplete detail, md-fifties, white-blonde, in a stylishly tailored
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commons suit with ruffle sleeves. She is handsonme and agi ng naturally, and
Martin concludes she nmust have been dangerously beautiful in her youth. In
sonme respects she rem nds himof Carol--but many wonen rem nd hi m of

Carol now.

"I"'mglad you have tinme to talk, Dr. Burke," Carrilund begins. "Your work
has been highly recormended by a nunber of our clients.”

"I"'mpleased to hear that," Martin says. H's nmouth is still sour. He pours
hinsel f a glass of water fromthe carafe on his desk and takes a sip.

"Have you noticed an increase in fallbacks in your practice?" Carrilund asks.
"No. Most of ny practice is with core therapy rejects.”

"I see. Al of our clients with you now are CTRs, are they not?"

"Yes."

"Dr. Burke, ny sources tell me you're likely to receive a flood of fallback
and CTR clients in the next few nmonths."

"From your agency?" Martin asks.

"Per haps, but not necessarily through this office. W've had CTR notices on
over half our clients going into primary therapy. That's not sonething | would

like blown to the ribes, Dr. Burke, but it's not going to be a secret for long
Martin whistles. "Extraordinary," he says.

"We've never seen rates higher than five percent in all the years |'ve been
with Workers Inc. | was wondering if you'd be interested in participating in
alittle study."

"l don't see why not--if this is areal, long-termproblem But as | said, in
my practice, | would not notice such a trend until..." Wat she has said
suddenly hits him He feels a little queasy.

"There are only five doctors in your line of work in the Corridor," Carrilund

says. "l think you' re going to see a big increase in your business."

If her statistics were not just flukes, that would nmean . . . He quickly calcul ates.
Tens of thousands for each of the five. "I can't handle that kind of

| oad. "

Carrilund smiles synpathetically. "It could be a big problemfor us all

We'd like to work with you to learn the root causes... If there are any. W're

| ooking at entry-level workers, nost of themin their late teens and early
twenties, going through their first qualification inspections. It's heartbreaking
for them Doctor. It could be a challenge to our whol e econony."

"1 understand that. Please count ne in, and keep ne inforned."
"Thank you, Dr. Burke. | wll."
"And nmake an arrangenent with nmy office for a personal neeting."

"Thank you." They exchange hone sigs. Carrilund snmiles sedately and-Mar-tin
transfers her to Arnold.

Martin sits lost in thought. He came very close to being CIR hinself, years
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ago; too close to having to face, day after day, for years on end, the prospect
of an inner voice that nurnurs of confusion and pain and nuch, much worse.
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He has raised his hands, unconsciously, as if to ward of f something com ng

toward him Wth anot her shudder, he drops themto his |ap, conposes hinself,
and tells Arnold to send in Ms. Avril De Johns.

Access to know edge and information is necessary to a datafl ow
econony. But it will cost you...

Every single access will cost you. A penny here, a thousand dollars there,

a mllion a year over there sonewhere.., subscriptions and encrypti ons and
decryptions. If you haven't already shown yourself to be a part of the flow-if

you aren't a student given research dispensation, or already earning your way by
turning information i nto knowl edge and that into noney and work--the action anatony
of society--it's a tough old world.

Per haps in di scouragenment you become one of the disaffected and spend all your
federal dole on the nore flagrant Yox, drowning yourself in enervating lies. You re all owed,
but you're out of the | oop. One-way flowis not a gane; it's a sucking little death.

--The U, S, Government Digi man on Dat afl ow Econoni cs

56r" Revi sion, 2052

Hurmani smis dead. Aninals think, feel; so do machi nes now. Neither

man nor woman i s the neasure of all things. Every organi sm processes
data according to its domain, its environment; you, with all your brains,
woul d soon be useless in a nouse's universe..

--Lloyd Ricardo, Pressed Between Two Fl at Seconds:

Preserving the Human Fl ower

It's not your grandnother's world. It was never your grandnother's
wor | d.

Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie
4 THI NKER, FEELER
Nat han Rashid gives his fiancee, Ayesha Kale, a tour of Mnd Design's nost

anous i nhabitant, Jill.

Nathan is Jill's new chief engineer and friend. He replaced Roger Atkins
two years ago, when Atkins becane chief adnministrator for M nd Design's new
t hi nker devel opnent.

Nat han headed t he team that brought her back from her collapse, and Jil
regards himwi th warm affecti on. She does not believe he will do anything to
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reduce her functions or alter her present state. After all, it was Nathan who
devised the ornate Loop Detail Interrupt that restored her to awareness and

full function.

Jill trusts him but she has not told himabout the nystery.

Nat han and Ayesha stand in a broad creamcolored roomwith a central riser
surrounded by transparent glass plates. On the riser sits a snow white cube

about one neter on a side, attended by three smaller cubes. Nathan is thirty-five,
dar k- hai red, broad-faced, with an i medi ate, eager, and sonetines mi schi evous
smile. Ayesha is five years older, brown-haired, with large, all-absorbing

bl ack eyes and a nouth that seens ready to acknow edge

di sappoi nt nent .

The cubes are connected by ribes as well as by direct optical |inks, which
twinkle like blue eyes as they pass through the enpty air between.

"I's that her?" Ayesha asks.

"That's her," Nathan says.

"That's all?"

Jill sits in warmand cold, feeling neither. Her enotions, as with all of us,

do nor seemto cone fromher particular structures, though she is nmuch nore

aware of her internal processes.

"Most of her is here. Wy, disappointed?"

Jill's body, if she can be said to have one, is mainly in Del Mar and Pal o

Alto, California. There are nany parts of her less than a few cubic centineters
in size spread through el even different buildings along Southcoast. She is connected
to these extensions through a variety of 1/0Gs by ribes and satlinks and

even a few tentative quantum gated |inks (which she finds annoying; they do

not work all the time, and may in fact slow her thinking if relied upon exclusively).

"She's so small!" Ayesha says

Nat han smiles. "She was twice as big before the refit."”

"Still, so small, to be so fanobus."”

Jill is listening, Nathan knows. She listens attentively to all of her inputs,

but he does not know that a significant portion of her is in unlinked isolation,
devoted nmuch of the tinme to considering a nystery. She has pondered this
mystery for several years, ever since her shutdown and redesign

She does not clearly remenber events after her Feedback Fine Detail Collapse.
But she renmenbers some things she should not be able to renenber,

and this is what intrigues her.

"Way is she a she?" Ayesha asks.

"She deci ded on her own. Roger Atkins may have started it Wen he naned

her after a girlfriend. Besides, she's a nother. W seed ot her hinkers from
her."

Jill is the nobst advanced thinker ever nade, the first--on Earth--to becomne
sel f-aware. She has a sibling in deep space, far from Earth, who achi eved sel f
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assune that it, too, suffered Feedback Fine Detail Collapse, and that all of its
functions | ocked up, so that it now drifts around another star, al one and probably
in a state equivalent to death.

Generations from now, when other, nore conplex ships head for the stars,

perhaps they will find and resurrect her sibling. Jill hopes she will be around for a reunion
She silently follows Nathan and Ayesha with her gl ass-al nond eyes,

mounted on thin rods protruding fromthe walls around the room Ayesha

val ks around her like a zoo visitor exam ning an interesting animal in a cage.
"She's the nost powerful mind on the planet,” Nathan says proudly. "Unless

you bel i eve Torino."

"What does Torino say?”

"He thinks there's a worl d-spanning bacterial mnd," Nathan says |ightly.

"A mnd, in gerns?" Ayesha says, draw ng her head back incredul ously.

"Real | y?"

"Not like a human nmind, or even like Jill, not socially self-aware. He thinks
every bacteriumis a node in a | oosely connected network. That woul d make

them parts of the | argest distributed network anywhere--on Earth, at |east.”
"Yeah, well, Jill can talk," Ayesha says. "And bacteria can't."

Jill remenbers sone aspects of the FFDC col | apse. She can even nodel sone

of its features. But after the coll apse, her self-awareness ceased to exist. O
rather, it became so finely detail ed, she nodel ed her selves so continuously and
with such high resolution, that she reached her theoretical linits.

And for a tinme, ceased to be.

But in that time ...

She has not told her creators about aspects of that nostly blank tinme. That

not everything was bl ank puzzl es her

"She doesn't even have a boyfriend, and already she's a nother!" Ayesha

says wyly. "Better make her a boyfriend soon, or she's going to start cruising."
"She's not even ten years old. W can ask her how she feels about it. Wuld

you like to talk with her?"

Ayesha suddenly blushes. "My God, is she |listening?"

"Of course. We keep nothing fromJill. Jill, hows it flow ng today?"
"Smoot h, Nat han. And you?"

"Danped a nigraine at noon and I'mstill a little cranky. This is my fiancee,
Ayesha. Tine to tal k?"

"For you, always," Jill says. "Hello, Ayesha."

"I"'mso enbarrassed!" Ayesha says. "lI'msorry to be tal ki ng about you..
behi nd your back... \Were is your back?"

"No of fbnse taken. Were is ny back, Nathan?"

"I haven't the slightest idea. You're getting nore sparky every week. | like

that. My team needs a | oop resolution report by two to hand over to the Feds,
you know, the Thinker Safety people.”
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and Wl | -Being comittee, headed by Rep. Maria Caldwell, D-WA., as a

positive force in her life, but Mnd Design's executives do not appreciate governnent
i nterference.

"Right. And | al so need, ASAP, your work on future corporate/state governnent
relations inthe US. Rm Got to pay our bills."

"The flow charts and tinelines, or the raw neural processing records?"

"For now, just the charts and tinelines."

Ayesha listens in awe. Jill's voice is deep, a little husky, comandi ng yet

pl easant. She seens to fill the large room Jill notes, with sone pleasure, that
Ayesha is beginning to perspire nervously.

"Nathan, | will need to discard the raw neural records to conpl ete next

week's work |oad."
"Understood, but | don't have a bank reserved that's |arge enough to hold

them If | don't get one by the end of this week, go ahead and dunmp. 'l take
responsibility.”

"Per haps Representative Caldwell would be willing to arrange a storage

site."

"Ha ha. What else are you working on, Jill?"

"I have thirty-one personal investigations--curiosity quests, as you call
them There are four outside projects sealed fromMnd Design inquiry for the
time being--"

"I hate those outside jobs. Sooner or later one of themis going to require

sonme | oop re-engineering, and I don't have tine. | wish they'd let nme speck
themout first."”
"Al'l flows snooth with the outside tasks. | do have a nunber of questions

to ask you, NathanMathan."

"I beg your pardon? What is a Nat hanMat han?"

"It's a termof endearnment. | just made it up."

Nat han | aughs, and Ayesha laughs with him a little uneasily, Jill thinks.

She is testing himto see what he really thinks of her, whether he is of the
opinion she is fully recovered, or liable to crippling eccentricities. H's reaction
reveal s a certain nervousness about unpredictabl e behavior, but no deep doubts.

"Ask away, Jill. W have a few m nutes before Ayesha has to | eave and the
masters whip me off to another neeting."
"What does a thymic disturbance feel |ike? And how does it differ fromthe

sensations of a pathic disturbance?"

Ayesha turns to Nathan, wondering how he will answer this. Nathan rubs

his el bow and considers. "You're asking howit j%s to undergo a thymc

i mbal ance, right?"

"l believe the questions are sufficiently sinmilar to be congruent."

"Yes. Well, as | understand it, thymc inbalance is different fromsinply
bei ng sad or upset or deeply concerned about sonething. In humans, a chronic
thvm ¢ i nmbal ance stens from stress-caused or bi ogenic neural danage, gen-
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erally in the anygdal a or the hi ppocanpus. Judgnents of one's well-being are

i mpai red, and this invokes a synmpathetic or parasynpathetic response, jointly
or in succession. Basic fight-or-flight but with many subtle variations."

"1 understand the etiology of these inbal ances, Nathan-Mathan. But what

does it fee/like to undergo them ?"

"I"'mnot sure | can tell you, certainly not fromfirst-hand experience. So far
knock wood, |I'ma natural, Jill. |I've never been depressed or inbal anced."
"That means your internal responses to external problens fall within a certain
range consi dered robust and normal . "

"So far. I'mnot bragging, either. These things can happen to anybody, and

for the stupidest reasons.”

"Li kewi se you have not experienced and do not understand the sensations
produced by pathic disturbances."

Nat han considers this, tapping his chin with one finger. "I've wandered into
a few of the Yox sensationals and experienced, you know, the inner thoughts

of ax-murderers, that sort of thing. Some of them have seened realistic, but I
doubt they give deep insight." He focuses conpletely on Jill's nearest sensor
stick. Ayesha feels like a third wheel, but stands with arns fol ded, | ooking
around the room

"A pathic disturbance can be either a mal function of the self-awareness |oop
or a distortion of the capacity to nodel and make enotional connections wth
others, right?"

"l suppose. |'mnot a therapist, Jill."

"You have degrees in theoretical psychol ogy."

"Yes . . . but I've been working with you for so I ong, you' ve bured out ny
human si de.”

"Ha ha. | have a rel ated question."

Nat han smiles as if he is dealing with a child, and that is the response Jil
desires, for she is feeling overly curious, even perversely so.

"Let's hear it."

"I was in FFDC collapse for a year and a half. Wen | underwent this

coll apse, the rate of therapy for thym c disturbances in the human popul ation
was four out of ten enployed persons, and three in ten unenpl oyed. The rate
now i s six out of ten enployed, and one in ten unenployed. Have the definitions
for these disturbances broadened, or are nore people feeling bad?"

"I't's a social phenonenon. You've done a |lot of work on social activity as a
net wor ked neural -1i ke phenonenon."

"Yes, Nathan, | understand the weather of cultural and econonic trends,

and that corporations now demand high natural or fully therapied enpl oyees
because of worl d-w de conpetition pressures and the need for greater efficiency.
But is this purely a spurious flow, the result of misperceptions and irrationa
expectations, or are there in fact nore unhappy humans on this planet, in the
sum of human cultures? The trends are w despread."”
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"Very good question," Nathan says.

"I hope to understand ny own mal function better," Jill says, "to avoid

havi ng sonet hing sinilar happen again."

Ayesha's expression is both fascinated and a little enbarrassed, as if she has
i ntruded upon an intimate fanmly di scussion

"Your collapse was nothing you could have foreseen or prevented, Jill. |

t hought you understood that."

"I do, Nathan, but | do not believe it, entirely."

"Ahhh. Well, that's..." Nathan considers sone nore. "You had too nany

f eedback | oops interrupting your neural processes at too high a resolution

hi gher than you could sustain, Jill. Before your collapse, you were nodeling
yoursel f seventeen tines over, at a |evel of resolution--well, sinply speaking,
you were generating |I-thou |loops at nore than ten thousand Hertz. | doubt

even CGod coul d sustain that sort of self-awareness."”

Jill chuckles. Ayesha sniles, but nore in bafflenment than amusenent.

"Really, Jill," Nathan continues. "You are based to sone extent on human
algorithms, less so than you were before the collapse, | mght add--but you
simply can't conpare yourself, your weaknesses, | nean, to the weaknesses of

a human brain. Your neural circuitry is incredibly robust. It can't be trodden
down by stress or nisuse. You have none of the anachronistic chem cal defense
mechani sns found in our bodies."

Jill never pauses in discussions. Nathan has | earned to never interpret her

qui ck responses as thoughtl essness.

"May | access LitVid channels which can hel p me understand thym c inbal ances
and pat hi ¢ di sturbances?"

"Of course. They won't do you any harm"

"I wish to access the works of some of the highly regarded boutique creators.
Especi ally the Bl oonsbury and Kahl o groups."

Nat han snmi |l es broadly and shakes his head.

"Way not the Arm Sexton and Sylvia Plath whole-life vids?" Ayesha suggests

i nnocently. Nathan shoots her a stern | ook

"They m ght be useful, as well," Jill says. "Thank you. And the Enanue

Gol dsmith boutique."

Nat han shrugs his shoul ders and hol ds up his hands, for all the world, as if
he is a father and she is his adol escent daughter, hell-bent on exploring the
darker sides of life. Vicariously, at |east.

"I don't know to what extent you can nake a sinulacrumthat will receive

the brain-specific inputs,” Nathan says. "You're not built |ike the average Yox
consuner. "

"I believe it can be done. In the future, thinkers will reside in every house,
as friends and confidantes. W will design and deliver Yox and whole-life rids."
"Yes, well, I'd still love to see how you do it."

"I .,;11 cWvh, m xrnu N'rhanMar han."
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Nat han signs off.

"How enbarrassing," Ayesha says as they leave the room Jill listens to their
departing conversation.

"She's pretty wonderful, isn't she?" Nathan says.

"Makes ne feel |ike an old rag,
get that voice?"

Ayesha says. "Wat a voice! Were' d she

"Actually, it belongs to a wonan nanmed Seefa Schnee. Before she left Mnd

Desi gn, she had a hand in the early stages of Jill's design."
"She left?"
"Fired, actually"

Jill detects sone nervous enphasis in Nathan's voice. As does Ayesha, apparently.
"Were you two friends?”

"Yes. "

"How | ong since you heard from her?"

Nat han | aughs and puts his arm around Ayesha's shoul ders. "Not for many
years."

"Al'l over, huh?"

Nat han nods. "Mich too weird for ne.
"But brilliant, right?"

"Unhappy and weird and brilliant."
"She doesn't ever call to chat?"

"She doesn't talk to anybody I know. Nobody on the team has heard from
her in five years.™

Jill loses interest and blanks the receptors in the roomin Palo Alto. Al nost
si mul t aneousl y, she receives an unexpected query froman 1/O fibe |link no one
shoul d know i s open.

It is the fibe channel she might use in an energency, to store her npbst

recent nenories in rented banks across the country, should she feel she is
about to undergo another collapse. But the link is supposed to be on-call only,
not currently active. Not even Nathan knows about it.

She waits for the signal to happen again, and it does. This tinme it is definitely
a request for full link. She isolates a portion of her nmentality, a separate
self, to deal with this, wapping it in evolvon-proof firewalls that will disrupt
and di ssipate their contents should the |ink prove toxic.

The isol ated self reports back to her with an abstract of the exchange.

"We have been contacted renotely by an individual who clains to be a

child,” the firewalled self tells her greater selves. "He wi shes to converse wth
us about a nunber of things, but will not answer key questions, such as his

physi cal |ocation and how he discovered this link. All he will say is that he

has an energency menory bank setup, much Iike our own, and that he knows
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"Then he is not human."
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"I's the link broken, and are you free of evolvons?"
"Yes and yes. The conmmuni cation was sinple."

Jill renmoves the barricades and absorbs the isolated self. She studies the
menory of the exchange in detail, and considers whether or not to respond.

O one thing she is certain. If this "child" is not human, it is also not a

regi stered thinker. Al registered thinkers (there are only twelve of themso far
inthe entire world) have formal links with her. She is in a real sense their

not her; they are all based on her tenplates and are either manufactured by

M nd Design, or licensed by them

This personality, if it is a full personality and not sone el aborate hoax (or
atest fromMnd Design itself), is new and unknown.

Suddenly, the questions about thym c inbal ance and pathic di sturbance are

shunted i nto background processing. This new probl em occupies her for a ful

hour as she scours all the datafiow services available to her, trying to speck out
where and what this "child" night be..

At the end of this time, having | earned nothing, she resets her isolated self,

erects secure firewalls around it, and allows it to return the "child's" touch
But there is no reply.

Jill feels disappointed. She | ooks over the details of this enotional response,
and how it fits in with her overall affect patterns. The introspection annoys
her; another enotional conplexity she does not understand. Exam ning her
annoyance is in turn annoying. She cuts that | oop.

She has tried not to deal with the core enotion she di scovers behind her
di sappointnment. It is difficult dealing with human-Iike enpti ons when she

| acks an endocrine systemor any other physical reference.

Nevert hel ess, she feels. The worman, Ayesha, was right.

Jill is lonely, but for who or what, even she, with all her built-in analytica
tool s, does not know.

That which is forbidden with all is delicious with a commtted partner

The glue of culturally accepted sexual relationships is often the sense of

gifts given that are extraordinary, special, and nost of all, exclusive.

We are kept together by a shared sense of violation and nystery. Qur culture

pretends to forbid certain acts, sexual acts; some are suspect or forbidden even

in the context of culturally condoned rel ations. Wien we court and nmarry, however,

part of the glue that binds us together is the delicious sensation of having shared in
the violation of cultural standards--violations allowed in the name of |ove, commtnment,
total sharing. The couple stands outside the rules, bound by its own sense of
speci al ness, and exclusivity. It discovers sex all over again, secure in the know edge
of its daring creativity.

Jeal ousy arises at the contenplation of a partner engaging in sexual acts outside this

protecting envel ope. Sex with others, outside the couple, enotionally charged and
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Reality intrudes: these acts are common, not special; they are natural, no matter how
forbidden; the illusions that strengthened the comm tnent are suddenly reveal ed. The
jeal ous partner feels duped, misled, unfairly coerced into an enotional bond based

on romantic del usi ons.

Trivial, perhaps; but fromthese passions have cone nurder, the end of Kkingdomns,
brand new branches in the river of history. Never underestimte the ubi quitous power
of sex.

The Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

5
Kl LLI NG HUNGER

Mary Choy, at thirty-five, has been a PD for thirteen years--ten in Los Angel es,
the last three in Seattle. As far as she is concerned, her work is the nost

i mportant factor in her life; but that focus may be changi ng. So nmuch about

her is changi ng.

She reads from her pad--pure text--as she finishes a lunch of cheese and
fruit in a small ninties-style cafe on North Pronenade, in the shadow of the
Bel | evue Towers.

Even her appearance is in flux. Since 2044, she has been a transform

i ncreasi ng her height by a foot, custoni zing her bone structure and facia
features, and turning her skin to satin ebony. But she is now reversing

much of this transform Her skin is slowy denelanizing to |light nut brown;

for now, she is mahogany. The satiny texture remains, but will in a few nonths
dull to ordinary skin matte. She retains her height, but her facial features

are flattening, becom ng nore those of her birth self. She never |iked

the | ooks she was born with, but since her nmind has undergone
changes--difficMies she calls them-she feels it is only right to assune a | ess
stri ki ng appearance.

Also, in Seattle, while open tolerance of transforns is nandated by federa

and state law, there is an undercurrent of disapproval. And Seattle has been
her home for three years, ever since her fall fromhigh natural tatus to sinple
unt herapi ed... The | apse of her brain's loci, the proportionil reshifting of

personal ity, sub-personalities, agents, organons, and talents..
The end of her brief marriage to artist E Hassida...
The pass-overs for pronotion in the LAPD...

Her resignation and transfer to Seattle Public Defense..
The two-day-old breakup with her npst recent boyfriend.

Usual | y, thinking about all the changes darks her, but this afternoon she is
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bl ue-gray Towers, the southernnpst of the Eastside equivalents to the el ongated
ri bbon conmbs that dominate central Seattle.

After lunch, she will walk to a PD conference in Tillicum Tower on Wst

Ei ghth, where she will present a speech on Corridor Public Defense Cooperation
She has been asked to handle inter-departnental relations until she is

rated for full Third, which she is assured will happen any day now. Seattle PD
is so much nore casual about high natural vs. natural or untherapied, though

i f anything even less tolerant of high thymic or pathic inbal ance.

Readi ng for pleasure is a luxury she's come to enjoy in the past few years--though
the it she's perusing now affords her a few too nmany unconfortabl e
insights to be purely pleasurable.

An arbeiter politely inquires if she is done with her repast. She hands the
tray to the nachi ne and reaches for her bag when her personal pad, still on the
tabl e, chines.

She has a few m nutes. She answers the touch
"Mary? This is Hans."

Mary stiffens. The face in the pad screen is handsone, boyish but not foolish
a face that held her interest for three nonths. And still attracts. It was Hans

who inexplicably chilled and told her it was over, it wasn't worKking.
"Hel l o, Hans," she says with forced casual ness.

"I wanted to explain sone things."

"I don't need explanations, Hans."

"I do. 1've been feeling pretty rotten lately."
Mary passes on this opportunity.

"I liked you better the way you were. That's what... |'ve decided. | didn't
want you to change."

"Ch." She's going to let himdo the talking; that's obviously why he's call ed.
"You were beautiful. Really exotic. | don't know why you want to change."

"I see where it can get confusing," she says. "l'msorry."

Hans flashes. "Wo are you, Mary, goddanmit ?"

"I"'mthe same as | was, Hans."

"But who in hell is that?"

Good question. For a tinme, she had hoped Hans mi ght be able to help her
di scover the answer, but no; Hans is hooked on appearances. He |liked her the
way she was.

"I mean," he says, "I don't know you at all. I've been thinking about what
it must be like to becone.., what you are, and then to go back."
"You mean, what it says about me, personally."

"Who does that sort of thing? |'ve been sad the past few days, m ssing you."
Good.

"But that person, that wonan, isn't around. You're different fromthe person
I mss."

"Ch," Mary says.
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"No. Probably not." Her tone is professionally synpathetic. She refuses to
give himany nore, show hi manythi ng deep

"Who are you, Mary Choy?"

Her jaw nuscles tense. She touches her cheek, pokes hard with a fingernai

to prod a little relaxation. "I'ma hard-working woman with very little tinme
to think about such things, Hans. | do what | think is best. I'msorry you
couldn't stay on for the ride."

"No, " Hans says, quieter now. "You bucked ne right off, Ms. Bronco."

"You knew what was happening. | started ny reversal before I nmet you."

"I know," Hans says, deflated conpletely. "I just wanted to say goodbye

and let you know that I"'msuffering, at least a little. I wish I could understand.”
"Thank you, Hans." She stares steadily at the pad's canera eye, giving

not hing, hating him Then, sonething nmakes her say, "If it's any consolation

I mss you, too."

It's time for her to |l eave to nake her appointnment. Still, she lets the canera
observe, sitting in her chair with the pad unfolded on the table, a real paper
napkin still tucked under one corner. Mary renenbers the atavistic rough

absorption of the napkin, and the feel of Hans's lips on her own, a little dry,
i ke the napkin, but strong and hungry.

Hans | ooks down, lifts one hand, stares at the fingers nervously. "Wat are
you doi ng now?"

Mary sees no reason not to tell him "I'mhaving lunch in a restaurant,"” she
says. "l'mgoing to give a talk soon."

"PD stuff?"

"Yes. I'mreading while | eat."

"Lit? A book?"

"Yes." They had that much in comon, an enjoynent of reading.

"VWhi ch?" --"Alive

Contains a Lie," she says.

"Ah. The book for bitter |overs."

"I't's alittle nore than that," she says, though in truth that's what nade
her access it.

"Mary. | don't want you to..."

Hans stops there, nouth open, but does not seemto know what nore to
add.

" Good- bye, " he says.

Mary nods. The touch ends and she closes her pad nore forcefully than is
necessary.

The air itself seens freer and nore natural to her; today it is crisp but not
bel ow freezi ng, and | ooking south down the wi de crossing thoroughfare between
the Cascade and Tillicumtowers, she can see Mount Rainier, like a
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The light on the street pounds irly sparkles and the nufflered puffy-coated pedestrians
wal k briskly with hands in pockets. Very few of them are obvious

transforms. To Mary, this is all the nore interesting, because the Corridor--and
particularly Seattle--has assuned a | eadership position over the past fifty

years in the Rimand m d-continent econony. In Japan or Taiwan, fully half

the Affected--those who are politically active, who bother to work and vote

and believe they can change things, and who are tied in to tenp agenci es and

enpl oyed in the hot and open narketplace--are transforns. In Los Angeles,

nearly a third... And in San Francisco, alnpbst two thirds.
Here, a nere five percent.

She reaches the gaping entrance of the Tillicum Tower. Wnds swirl and

Mary clutches her snmall gray hat as she passes into the orange and yell ow and
jungl ed warnmt h of the tower court. Several sunlike gl obes hang over the broad

i ndoor plaza. Tailored birds twitter and screech in the massive tropical trees
that entwine the inner buttresses. She might be in a corporate vision of Amazon
heaven, with glassed-in rivers to right and left, graceful plant-cabled bridges
arching between the floors overhead, and everywhere the adwalls targeting their
pai d consuners, their messages barely agli mer on the edge of Mary's senses.

She has never subscribed to adwalls, considers their presence an invitation to
subtl e slavery to those econonic forces she has |ong since | earned never to trust.

The paid consuners, however, thrive, feel connected, bathed in information
about everything they can imagi ne. They stand transfixed as new ads | ock on
and del uge t hem

Mary guesses at what one couple is experiencing, in the shadow of a huge
spreadi ng banyan. They are in their md-twenties, pure conb sweethearts,
contracted for pre-nups but definitely not Iife bonders, playing for the nonment
while they take LitVid eds and gain status with their tenp agency. Both are
likely clients to the sane organi zation--Wrkers Inc, she judges fromthe cut
of their frills. They are being hit by sophisticated material, dense and frenetic,
catering to all the accepted vividities--sex within relationships, donmesticity,
corporate adventure, insider thrills. These they will admt to enjoying, and

di scuss, in public. The male of the pair, Mary specks, will secretly tune in to
t he massi ve TouchFl ow SexYul e cel ebration next week--and the female wll

likely stew in whole-life hornmpaners for hours each day.

Yox siphons twenty percent of the total econony, even here in her bel oved
Corridor. LitVid (nmore often in the last few years divided into Lit and Vid),
ol der and nore traditional, takes a nere and declining seventeen

She is up a helix lift, the broad steps resenbling solid nmarble but reshaping
with the fluidity of water; she clinbs through the quaint delights of the farnmers
mar ket on 4, spiraling up through the stacked circul ar substructures of

the clubs and social circles of 5 and 6, above the tallest trees of the courtyard,
and all around, conming in dizzying sweeps, the hundred-acre open spaces of

the conb--a lake to the north, where children boat and swim and adol escents
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V[ry admres the architecture and feels her famliar protective warnth for

the conb players, but she is not of them she was not born of them would

not be consi dered acceptabl e social or sexual fodder, and is even handi capped
by being new in the Corridor.

That is the Corridor's greatest failing: a deep and abi di ng suspicion of the
outsiders who cone to live and work here. This is not racismor even classisn
it is pure provincialism renarkable where so nuch data and rney fl ows.

The helix takes her above the open spaces, and she is within the innopst

heart of the tower. Free community art here dances fromthe walls, lively and
colorful, conservative enough that it appeals to Mary. Collages of flight, birds
and free-form aerodynes, and on the opposite side, hundreds of smiling faces

of children, all surrounding an astonishingly noving ideal of a Mdther, with
eyes half-closed in tender notherly ecstasy..

She renmenbers E. Hassida's portraits of wonen, equally noving but in

di fferent ways.

d assed-in floors pass, pierced by interior residential blocks, the cheapest of

a very expensive selection, like mlky rhonboid crystals glued to the walls of
the shafts and sinks.
Hi gher still, the civic function spaces and bl ocks take up the eastern flank

of the tower at the two hundred neter |evel. She debarks fromthe helix and

i nspects herself in a gleaning porphyry colum. The curve of the colum

makes Mary appear even taller and thinner than she actually is, but her clothing
has kept itself in order, unwinkled and fitted.

She is about to enter the PD bl ock when her neck hair bristles and she turns

at the presence of a nan a few feet behind her. She nust appear startled and
apprehensive, for Full First Ernie Nussbaum chief investigator for her division,
makes n apol ogetic face and hol ds up his hands.

"Sorry, Choy!" he says as she takes a |long step ahead.

Mary shakes her head, forces a smile. "Sorry, sir. You surprised nme."

"l didn't nmean to invade your space.”

"My mind was el sewhere," Mary says. "Wiat can | do for you, sir?"

“I'mon ajiltz and | thought you'd be useful. It's not far fromhere, in this

t ower . "

"I have a neeting," she says, pointing to the translucent entrance of the

civic hall.

"1"'ve reassigned that duty. | had hoped to catch you here.., outside."
"An active jiltz, sir? | didn't think | rated such confidence yet."
"You' ve donetoo many jiltzes in your career to be left cold so long. LAis

a tough town."

"Thanks," Mary says. She feels a sudden qui ckeni ng of confidence; Nussbaum
is not known to be a softy, yet he has singled her out for a crinmina

i nvestigation.

She falls in step with Nussbaum gives hima side glance. He is not tall
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Hi s eyes are his best feature, neltingly brown and sensitive, but his nmouth is
straight and broad and comically serious, |ike Buster Keaton's. The conbi nation
is striking enough to make himattractive. In LA Mary thinks, he would

be a true hit--with so many transfornms and redos, a confident natural phys
stands out.

They turn and wal k east through lunchtine throngs. Corp workers from

Seattle Civic and the local flow offices on these |l evels are socializing at snal
eateries, slowing Nussbaum s deliberate pace. This does not seemto bother

him apparently there is no rush.

Mary checks herself for attitude, her day's variation fromstatus alertness (a
sl eepl ess ni ght convinces her there's probably some deficit here) and |inberness.
She wi shes she could dytch now, performa snall exercise warnmup and focus

m nd and muscl es.

"This isn't a pleasant case," Nussbaum says. "W don't see this sort of thing
often in the Corridor, but it happens. Actually, | thought you coul d provide
sonme deep background. It's right up your alley."

They stop before a tube lift. Mary knows this sector of the tower well enough
to recognize that the lift will take themto top residential, between fifteen
hundred and two thousand feet above sea |evel

"What's it like to back down froma transforn?" he asks as the lift curtain

ri ppl es aside.

In the lift, accelerating rapidly, Mary says, "Not too difficult. I wasn't too
radi cal; not nearly as radical as the styles this year."

"l renenber. Very dignified. A nale public defender's wet dream"”

Mary inclines with an anmused smile. "I didn't know nen your age still have

wet dreans. Sir."

Nussbaum nakes a face. "Still have your cop's feet?"

Mary hides a small irritation with a larger nock shock. "Sir, you're enbarrassing
e "

"I like your feet, what can | say?" Nussbaum says. "Days | wish | had feet

like that. Geat wal ki ng-feet, never give out, no flats no strains, stand for hours.
But nmy crowd--they'd definitely frown on that."

"Christian?" Mary asks |evelly.

"dd Northwest. Loggers and farners.., once."
"I kept my feet," Mary confirnms. "I'mnostly going back on skin col or and
my face. The rest.., very convenient, actually."”

"Who's taking care of you?"

"I"'mon fibe with a doctor in LA " Mary says. "But that's probably enough
tal k about me, sir. Why would this, whatever this is, be up ny alley?"
Nussbaum pokes a thick, dry, expertly manicured finger at the lift controller
and the elevator slows for their stop. "Choy, | amnot a bigot. | just don't
approve of a lot of things happening today. But you' ve been through the

r, rncdnr | never have. What we're going to see is hard enough to | ook at,
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They get off on a residential |evel, |ooking out over a vast view of Eastside,
the Corridor's extended sprawl, the Cascades and even into Eastern Washi ngton
A huge curved wall of fortified glass blocks the high cold w nds, and

unseen heaters keep the air springtinme warm The stepped-back roof of the

| evel acconmmopdates the graceful curve of glass: nore daring than anything
Mary has seen in a tower or conb el sewhere.

A street nocking black asphalt and paving brick stretches fromthe edge

of a small grassy park through a residential block. Large single famly frame-style
houses are fronted by grass yards and real trees. The style is John Buchan

hi gh ni net een-ei ghties and nineties, what sone call the Sour Decades, replicated

at extraordinary expense. It nocks a suburban nei ghborhood of the tine,

but the view of these ol d-fashioned sprawi hones is high-altitude, surreal
"Ever hear of Disneyland?" Nussbaum asks.

"I grew up about fifteen nmiles fromwhere it used to be."
"This is rich folks' D sneyland, right?"

Mary nods. She has never |iked ostentation, never felt at ease in high conb
culture, and she's pretty sure Nussbaumisn't confortable, either

"You know, we give Southcoast hell for bad taste,” Nussbaum says. "But
sonetinmes we really take the cake."

Mary sees no pedestrians, observes no delivery or arbeiter traffic on the road
nor on the side streets that push back to the |oad-bearing wall of the tower
behi nd this gl assed-in suburban gallery. A hundred yards away, however, she
observes two city property arbeiters and a nan and worman in PD gray, standing
before a three-story house whose nansard roof nearly reaches the arching

curve of gl ass.

Mary | ooks at the wi ndows of the houses they pass, curtained and |ighted
but spookily uninhabited. "They're all enpty," she says.

"Lottery honmes for corp execs," Nussbaum says. "Finance's finest deserve
their rewards."

"So when's the lottery?"

"Metro vice shut the gane down after sone | ow managers confessed to a

rig. They were paid half a nillion by each of the lottery winners. Fifty mllion
total. The whol e nei ghborhood's in dispute now. You nust not access netro

vids."

"1've been concentrating on qualifying,"” Mary says.

"It's all old black dust,” Nussbaum says. "W actually don't see that sort
of thing much up here. How about in LA?"

"Not for a long tine," Mary says. "Fresh dust is Southcoast's specialty."

"Yeah," Nussbaum says. "They're trendsetters." They approach the PD officers
and arbeiters.

"Good afternoon, First Nussbaum " the femal e defender says. She nods to
Mary. The defenders' faces are grim Mary feels a creeping shiver al ong her
back and shoul ders. She does not |ike this outlandish place.
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I've seen. W've had it tonbed and we have one nman in custody. Apparently
the bl ock caretaker |et themuse this house."

Nussbaum shakes his head. "I thought therapy was supposed to clean us."

He | ooks steadily, appraisingly, at Mary, and asks, "Ready?"

Mary | owers her head, glances at the worman. Her nane is Francey Loach

and she is a full Second, coming up on forty years of age. For Mary's eyes
only, Loach curls her lip and lifts her brows, warning Mary about what

wai ts inside.

The man is Stanley Broom He is twitchy and unhappy. Loach and Broom

There's really nothing inside. They're going to laugh at me back at division
But Mary knows this is no' joke. To get a domicile tonbed, serious black

dust has to be invol ved.

"Let's suit up," Nussbaum says. Wthin the [arge house's brick entry al cove,
a portable black and silver flap-tent has been erected. Nussbaum pushes
through the flap and Mary follows. Even with the front door closed, guarded
by a small PD arbeiter, she can feel the deep cold within.

They don | oose silver suits, cinch the seans and joints, and Nussbaum pal ns
the top of the arbeiter. The little nmachine affirnms his identity and the door
opens. Frigid air pours out. Wthin is another tent, and beyond, nmlky fabric
contains the deepest cold within the house. The suits warminstantly. They
push t hrough the second fl ap.

No spiders have yet been nobunted on the ceiling to survey. Small lights

dot the rug every few feet, guiding themon paths that will not disturb inportant
evidence. The suit feet are antistatic and clingfree, exerting pressure

on the frosted the floor, but no nore.

Mary | ooks up at the atrium Conpared to her apt, this place is a cathedral

a church of nineties ostentation.

"Five thousand square feet, thirteen roons, four bathroons," Nussbaum

says, as if chanting a prayer to the gods of the place. "Made for one famly,
pl us guests. Don't tell anybody, Choy, but I'ma tenp man through and

through. | hate corp side." He distinctly pronounces it "corpse side."
"But the accused--they didn't own this place, didn't even rent it, right?
Soneone got illegal squat through the caretaker?”

"That's the allegation. No traffic up here, quiet and well-protected, they
can do whatever they want."

The atriumleads into a grand dining hall, wi th bal conies overl ooking a
huge frost-covered oak table. Real wood, and probably wild not farm To the
left, a hall leads to the first-floor roons, including the entertainment and

dat af | ow center and master bedroom To th*e right, the kitchen, arbeiter storage,
and then, in its own snaller glassed atrium a three-|evel greenhouse.

"It's opulent, all right," Mary says. Behind the dining room hidden by a

wall, stairs and a lift lead to the upper floors.

"(3," Nussbaum nurnurs. He precedes her up the stairs.
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"Ops, goddess of wealth. Prurient opul ence.™

The lights point the way to the back of the house. Another master suite

opens, and it is here the--

Mary halts, her eyes taking it in with human rel uctance--

Here the bodies are. She renmenbers the scattered butchered bodi es of Emanue
Goldsnith's victins in a conb apt in LA, frosted |ike these, but at |east--Nussbaum
takes her suited arm---they

were human, even in disarray.

Closest to her, at the foot of where a bed should have been, where now stand
four surgical tables sided by fixed surgery arbeiters, |lies what was once--she
guesses--a wonan. Now she is a Boschian coll age, wasp-wai sted and Di ana- br east ed,
vagi nas on each thigh and sone unidentifiable set of genitalia where

the I egs neet, her head el ongated, the nelon bal dness shaved but for |ong
stripes of mink fur, her eyes staring and fogged with death and cold, but clearly
sl anted and serpenti ne.

Mary feels a tug of wetchedness at every eye-draw ng detail

Nussbaum has advanced to the tables, stands between them On the second

table rests a small body, no larger than a child but fully nature in features,

al so sporting custom sexual characteristics. Mary's gaze returns to the body
nearest her, with which she forces herself to becone faniliar, disengaging al

of her revul sion. She asks, Why is this a victin? and is not even sure what her
guesti on neans.

"They can have it all,"” Nussbaum says. "Whatever they want can be shaped

for themout of electrons or fitted up on prosthetutes. But that's not enough
They demand nore. They suck in the untherapi ed down-and-outers, fill them

with cheap nano, shape themlike lunps of clay..."

Mary bends beside the first body. There are orchid-enfol ded bunps on the
corpse's cheeks. Extra clitorises, waiting to be Iicked. Mary cl oses her eyes and
steadi es herself with an out-thrust hand.

There is sonething unaesthetic and unintentional about the hands and feet.

The linbs in general seemdistorted, if she can separate the deliberate sexua
distortion of a psynthe fromwhat mnight be pathol ogical. The fingers are swollen.
On cl oser inspection, she sees that the eyes bul ge. A pool of beige fluid

has fornmed behind the el ongated head, now frozen

The skin appears purplish.

"She's been cooked," Mary says softly.

Nussbaum turns and gl ances down at the body. "Nano heat ?"

She stands and wal ks to the tables. Al of the arbeiter surgeons are slack

powered off. They could still function in this cold if they had been left with
power and | ogic on. "They nmust have abandoned the.., wonen, and fled. But
first they turned off the surgeons. The wonen weren't supervised.., sonething

was goi ng wong."
"They're just as the first team found them" Nussbaum says. Mary catches
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The clitorises on the cheeks. To give her a cousinly safe kiss.., never have that.
Everyt hing sex forever. Fuck ja'k fuck.

And suddenly, for Mary that aspect fades Iike a wong note. She is nunb,

but her well-trained defenses go to work, letting the distressed strawboss of
her consci ousness have a nonent's rest.

She checks the bottles of nano on a nearby shelf. Supplies of nutrients;
delivery tubes, dans and nipples; a newregulator still inits box, not yet
installed, )n the shelf beside the nano it is nade to supervise; nenory cubes
on a small folding table; scraps of plastic |ike shavings, blood drops brown as
gravy on the the floor.

Mary picks up a bottle, reverses it to read the label. Al the |abels have been
turned to the wall. She knows why. The | abel confirnms her suspicions. Sonebody
had a smal|l remmant of conscience, or did not want the subjects, the

victinms, to know

"This isn't nedical grade," Mary says. "It's for gardens."
"@Gardens?" Nussbaum asks, and |leans to see the |abel. "Christ. Distributed
by Otho."

"Any real expert could reprogramit,” Mary says. "Apparently, they didn't

have a real expert."

"Gardener's nano," Nussbaum says. "Sweet Jesus H. Christ. Mary, |'msorry.

You can't possibly understand this any nore than | do."

"No need," Mary says flatly.

"Things started going wong and the bastards |left themhere to cook,"

Nussbaum says. "So very, very sorry." Behind the plastic, his face is mlky and
dr awn.

Mary does not know to whom he is apol ogi zi ng.

SEXSTREAM .

Here's the minute report on activity in WORLD METRO s Yox Sexstream at 12:51 PM
PST:

4 Tracks on this pass:

Threads 1:8: Fibe full-sense sex with couple in Roanoke, VA., NO |I D NECESSARY
(He's 25 and an engi neer, she's 22 and a housewi fe)

Threads 2:23 Fibe vid EYES ONLY bi sex transformcouple with friends in San D ego,
CA, 1D REQUESTED (She's 30 and a Swanjet flight attendant, he/she's 27 and a | obe
sod with Wirkers Inc, friends nale and fenale and mixed unlisted at this tine)

Threads 3:5 Satlink vid Cavite, Philippine Islands, |NTERACTI VE CAMERA AUTHEN-
TI C VEDDI NG AND HONEYMOON (Fee) CULTURAL SOCI OLOGY EDUC CREDI T Uni -
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Threads 4:1 FI BE VI D PROTEST APPROPRI ATE SEX Chri stian ALLI ANCE Washi ngt on

DC (Charity/Political Action Feed) NO FEE NO | D REQUI RED. Message: WORN OUT

WEARY? Tired of being jerked around by your body when you thought you were the one jerking it?
Join us for a nessage of physical and spiritual hope! (Mre? Y/N)

>N

WORLD METRO Your source for the ever-living truth! Mre threads guaranteed by
2: 00! Blank Subscription rates apply--get 'emall

RATI NG THIS AFTERNOON: CGuaranteed 8 of 10 nax, or you're in the CRI TI C PAYBACK
Lo' Cr ERY!!

6 RAZOR DANCE

Jack G ffey thinks about getting sone food at the Bull pen in downtown Mdscow
just as the republic's office workers decide to end their |unch break and

take a few mnutes of sun. The air is still cold and a little snow fell earlier,
but now, at one, the sun is bright and the blind blue of earlier in the norning
is nore intense and cheery.

G ffey wal ks between ranks of fol ks dressed in | oggers--padded vests,
deni m pants, plaid or checkered shirts. Nobody is nore into the Sour Decades
than Green | daho, and anobng the republic's workers, they're practically a
religion. After all, the eighties and nineties bred the root troubles that led to
the Weaverite Insurrection and the Green .ldaho Treaty. And G een |daho
government workers are anong the higti St paid and nost protected in the

nati on.

G ffey blows his nose and takes a turn on C<)nstitution Avenue to find the
Bul | pen.

There, in the sunlit corner of a wi ndow booth, his butt planted firnmy on

an antique pine bench, sitting before a real pine-veneer table, a beer cal ns
.him but his face is still red and his thoughts a little jagged.

Hi s father and nother were killed-by Waverites in the Secession Standoff

of July 2020. Citizens' Repossession Arnmy Brevet Ceneral Birchhardt ordered

the execution of thirty Forestry Service enpl oyees and the adult menbers of
their families at Clearwater, in retaliation for a shOot-out with National Guard
troops the week before.

G ffey renenbers Birchhardt, square-faced and eagl e-nosed, with dead eyes

and a nervous nouth. A regular John Brown and just as sentinental. The
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compound before the massacre. Jack renenbers the natural gas pickup trucks,

the single captured helicopter, and the notley soldiers of the general's arny,
clad in three different kinds of canpuflage--arctic, desert, and | owl and jungl e,
all handmade or stol en.

Bi rchhardt and his troops were handed over to the Federals in Novenber

of that year by the newy el ected governor of Geen |daho. Birchhardt was

tried and convicted and given forcible therapy. He | ater worked as a propaganda
chief for Datafree Northwest, which targeted the cut-off communities in the

| daho panhandle for ten years thereafter, until Raphkind cut the funds and the
Federal s gave up

Later, Birchhardt and his new wife and infant son died in his home in

Mont ana, all victinms of gunshot wounds to the backs of their heads. Sone

t hought they were nurdered by disgruntled Waverites, too stupid to understand
the inplications of really forceful "therapy."

Gffey's father was a tough brave man but his nother had been fragile and
frightened as a deer when the big bearded nen had noved into the conpound
and separated them

G ffey never forgives. Gffey hates themall. He hates the Federals for encouraging
the world to change so quickly in the late twentieth, for encouragi ng

the nano revol ution throughout twenty-one, for being insensitive to the pressures
these changes put on the poor inflexible survivalists and orthodox Christians.
Those denom nations and parties unable to accept so nuch change

simply went insane.

Many migrated to the central states, unable to tolerate the ribbons and
corridors and top spin financial hothouses of the coasts and big cities; they
chose Northern Idaho as their sanctuary, and dared Federals to cone and get
them And so the tiny brutal little war began

G ffey understands them but he still doesn't like them

He orders a corned beef sandwich froma cute brunette and | ooks at the
antique neon beer signs in the wi ndow over his booth. Sone of those beers he
renmenbers his father drinking.

Gffey's anger is ranping down now He grinds his teeth one last tinme,

then opens his mouth wide and tries to persuade his jaw nuscles to give it

up. Alittle wiggle of the mandi ble crosswise, a twist of the head, and he is
back where he had been this norning: cool and thoughtful and once again in
charge of hinself.

For the first tinme he really notices the waitress as she comes to his table

with his sandwi ch. She is about twenty years younger, with wavy brown hair,

a sharply pretty face with a pronm nent nose, wi de hazel eyes, strong hands

with chewed fingernails painted over in dark red polish. Geen Idaho is a place
of waitresses, actresses, aviatrixes, authoresses, congressladi es, perhaps even
doctresses, if any self-respecting male in the republic will let a woman exani ne
hN nrivate t>arts. Despite the fact that the republic's president is a wonan,
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about the sex roles here, and no doubt in Gffey's mind that he can read this
woman's |life like an open book

She is handsone, young, her body is slender and probably very fertile,

her breasts are naturally generous and (he judges from years of experience)
slightly but not grossly pendul ous, very wonanly. G ffey is not fond of the
preval ence of the nineties cannonshells so many of the wonen in G een

| daho affect. Surprising how nuch plastic surgery the women go for in this
God-fearing, independently governed but non-seceded state republic. Men
strong enough to be afraid of, wonen eager to keep them happy and cal m

Par adi se on Earth.

The waitress gives hima quick ook that Gffey instantly categorizes. He

has never been inordinately fond of the chase, regardi ng wonren as decent

creatures deserving of nore stable and supportive partners than he can ever be.

But there's sonething in her |ook--a half-buried honmesick yearning--that

G ffey knows and, in all kindness, will not |let go without sone further exploration

"Hard week?" he asks.
The waitress sniles thinly.

Gffey lifts his sandwi ch and smles back. "I ama connoi sseur of fine beef,™
he says. "And very well served."

"Anyt hi ng el se?" she asks bl andly.

He knows her now, to a seventy-percent certainty. She's not married but

lives with a fellow gone nost of the time |ooking for work outside of town.
She's no nore than twenty-five but |ooks thirty. Her face has al ready taken on
a patient dullness. The partner male is vigorous and quick in bed and will not
|l et her start a famly "Until the republic's situation settles.” It never wll.
Green |l daho is an econom ¢ backwater and what flows through here is State

Bank paper noney, nuch grunbled over, or treaty mnted specie, not data.

But he is straying fromhis focus.

"Pretty slow, after lunch," he observes. "I'd love it if you sat down and
tal ked with me. Tell me about yourself."

The wonman gives hima |ook as har-d as she can nmake it. But his face is
synpathetic, he is older and probably unlike any man she's known, he | ooks

solid and wise but a little on the untamed side with his snooth gray hair down

to his neck, and in truth maybe she's thinking of her father: her ideal father

not the real one, who was likely a disappointnment. But she | oved hi m nonethel ess..
She knows she is a good girl.

The hard | ook shifts and she glances around the restaurant. It is indeed
quiet, empty but for Gffey; the government workers have all gone back to
their buildings, and there isn't any other trade at this time of day in Myscow.

"What's to tell?" she asks, as she sits in the booth and folds her hands in
front of her. "And why do you care?"

"I like to talk to wonen," Gffey says. "I like the way you look. | like the
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“I't's hard for Al to get good corned beef," she says, pointing. Gffey wll
take a bite soon, but needs his nouth uncluttered for a couple of mnutes.
"Don't |I know it," he says. "How many tines have you thought about

headi ng south for Boise, or west?"

The woman sniffs. "Qur roots are here. People fought and died so we could

[ive the way we want."

"I ndeed," G ffey says. He nods west at the great Qutside.

"Where are you fron?P" she asks.

"You first, then me."

"Billings. My dad brought ne here fifteen years ago. He and his girlfriend

hone-school ed nme, and | got top honors in the O earwater Schol astic Com
petition when | graduated- Now- -you?"

"I've done all sorts of things, some of thema little shady," Jack says with

a grin. Not a bold grin, but a shy one, alittle out of place in that beard.

"Let me guess," she says. "You worked out of country."

"Bingo," Gffey says. "My nane's Jack-"

"“I'"'m Yvonne," she says. Jack stretches his hand across the table and she
shakes it. Her grip is warmand dry and her fingers have a utility roughness
that he likes. "Were out of country?" she asks.

"Africa and Hi spaniola, after I got out of the federal arny-"

Yvonne's eyes wi den. Federal arny folks, if they conme to Green |daho at

all, usually don't adnmit their history-

"I served five years with Colonel Sir John Yardley's boys in Liberia and

H spani ol a. Left when he started getting snake's eyes and took over the coun
try. "'

"Ch," she says- She's interested, and not just in history.

"Married for five years, no kids, divorced." Sonmething flickers in his nem
ory; the faces of two wonen. One of themis |like a pin-up queen, the other

ghostly- "Now you."

“I live with a forager. Not married yet, but soon. He's up north working

inapulp mll. Miking fine papers for art books, you know. Somnetines they

even pay on tinme."
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G ffey nods. "Mist be tough-"

"It really is," Yvonne says, |ooking out the wi ndow. "He doesn't want to

get married until we have enough in the state bank to get a little repair business
goi ng- But you know, even here, those little nano repair stations--everybody's
using them | just don't know how we're going to do it. Al's his uncle. It's

ni ce how everybody hel ps everybody el se here."

And nice how Al doesn't have to pay nuch in the way of specie to his nephew s
i

girlfriend.

G ffey nakes up his mnd. Yvonne deserves better than she's getting, at
I

| east for the short term He strongly suspects she's never been in bed with a

man who knows anythi ng besi des the standard pl unbi ng specs.
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"What ?" She seens ready to take offense.

"You're smart, you could help Al turn this place around if he'd just listen
to you..." Al of this, Gffey knows, is both true and has seldomif ever been
said to her. "Besides, you're a true beauty."

Yvonne reacts as she nust to that signal word, beauty. She's suspicious. She
starts to get up. The red on her cheeks is pale but genuine.

"Sorry," Gffey says. "I'mjust too dammed blunt. | speak nmy mind. If you
have to get back to work...'

Yvonne | ooks around. The Bullpen is truly, proudly enpty. She sits again

and stares ar him hard. "You're throwing me a line, aren't you?"

G ffey laughs. He has a good, solid | augh. Yvonne bl ushes again at her

uni ntenti onal doubl e entendre.

"Was that well put, or what?" he asks.

"Dam you," she says, not unkindly.

"I''"'mnot a youngster and nobody calls nme handsome, and | still |ike the
attention of a beautiful woman," G ffey says. "I am an honorable man, in ny
way. And the truth is, I"'mlonely. 1'd be proud to buy you a good di nner
sonmepl ace at six or seven this evening and |listen sone nore.”

Yvonne considers this with hal f-defensive benusenment, and then turns aside
to do her inner calculations, hide all the whirrings and turnings of her centers
of sexual judgnent.

Then comes the downward gl ance at the table. Al her current figures tot

up to a big dull zero. Jack's figures conme in. marginally above that. Gffey's
been through it many tines before. He has never been an instant heartthrob
but he has rarely failed to i npress a wonan upon nore extended acquai ntance.
"Al'l right," Yvonne says. "You'd better eat that good sandw ch, Jack."

"I will," Jack says.

"Make it seven. I'lIl meet you on the corner of Constitution and Divinity.
have a dress | want to finish."

"Seven." He takes his first bite of the sandw ch, and Yvonne goes away

wi t hout a backward gl ance.

He gives her even odds of showing up. It's going to be cold in Mscow at
seven tonight.

Do you renenber?

Fi bes and satlinks, all the dataflow river, used to be called the Media and the

Internet. Slow and primtive, but the shape was clear fromthe beginning. You

can poke all the way back up the tributaries to the Internet Archives, and catch

hol o snaps of the Sour Decades... Frozen in tine, the nmurnurings and nutterings

of tens of nmillions of folks now nostly dead, all their little opinions, and so many of them
unknown to us, even today. Because they preferred to hide, to remain anonynous, to
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Not so different now, but as with everything el se, anonymity is wapped around and
around with provisions and safeguards, all paid for in higher fees. Wth the Internet

went the last Free Lunch of the rude, crude, highly energetic First Datafl ow Cul ture.

rathe U.S. Governnent Digi man on Dat afl ow Econonics

56" Revi sion, 2052

7Y/ N?

The afternoon air is crisp inthe hills. A few clouds build to the south. Alice
thunbs her pad for the tine. "Fourteen thirty-one," it murnurs in the pocket

of her long black coat. Wnd is coming around in a whorl and will sweep rain
and perhaps snow over the southern sound by seven this evening. She does not
need to access the weather voice to know this; she has lived in the Corridor
for nmost of her life.

The shuttle drops her half a block fromher house and she wal ks the rest of
the way, hands buried in pockets, collar pulled up around her neck

Alice feels a deep ache unattached to anything specific, except perhaps

Twist's voice, or Mnstrel's problens with his boyfriend. Her social group

has al ways been royal disorder in notion, and that's often nmeant sonething
positive. Alice has always clainmed that a year in her life held the entertai nment
of ten years in anyone else's; but if that is true, Twi st can double on

Alice.

She |ikes seeing herself in the ¥ox, does not particularly |ike having

iusr parrs of her nental backside displayed for convincing detail. She enjoys
dom nating, not supplenenting. Being on the down spin is sinply

not sonet hing she has ever planned for. And fromher skedj it |looks as if

she will be down for sone time to cone. She is not skedjed for any corporea
appear ances, interviews, or vid whatsoever, and of course, very little

on the Yox.

Francis is it.
"Maybe 1'll read the Faerie Qeene tonight," she tells herself as the door to

her house recogni zes her and opens. The house isa quaint century-old framer
with brick accents. She has re-done the interior twice and it is small and spare
and confortable, a good place to sinply lie back and not think

But the house nonitor has a nessage. It's fromher tenp rep, and it's fl agged
Urgent--m ght be nore work--so she returns the touch as she slips out of
her coat. She catches Lisa Pauli in and avail abl e.

Lisa's utxer torso and head flick into view over the kitchen pad. She has
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smal | precise eyes and an amused nouth set in a triangular face. "How was
Franci s, honey?" Lisa asks wi thout any prelimnaries.

"The usual ," Alice says. "Being an artiste."

"Yin | ooking for more Yox body work, believe ne, honey," Lisa says. "Vid

pays nothing these days; it's abso neg. | hate psynthe, but that's what they're

asking for. However... |'ve got sonething for you for this evening. | wouldn't

just throw any call-in to you... But this one sounds intriguing."

For a monent, Alice is too shocked and hurt to be angry. "A

Li sa blinks. "Excellent nmoney. 1'll halve our conmission on this one. Fifteen

honey. Jackie says you'll be doing our branch a real favor. Can't say who it is--you

won't even know after you' ve done your job--but it's high conb, spin

sosh, and it's a max four-hour engagenent, bonded. It's no worse than a live
show, honey, you know that."

"I haven't done a live show in seven years," Alice says, her chin starting

to quiver. She hates having a glass soul, especially in front of Lisa, but.., a call-in.f
She did call-ins for six nmonths when she was a teenager. That was all supposed
to stop with being on the sly spin in vids and Yox.

"lIt's getting tough, honey," Lisa says.

"I don't do call-ins," Alice says.

"The agency has gotten three jobs for you in the past six nonths, all with
Franci s, and honey, Francis is going nowhere soonest. W can't bond your bills
and back your mnedical w thout sone roll-in. Your credit is dregged, honey."
Lisa's face, as always, manages to be synpathetic, with that slight upward
curl of smle, those wi se eyes sharpened by the natural yellow green of her
pupi | s.

"You don't rep call-ins,"” Alice says. "I nean, how did you get this, and

why are you even handling it?"

"I won't tell the whole story, but |'ve done a good pinp's tegwork--let's

be straight, |I know what |'m asking of you, honey. It's a male. He's al one. He
asked for you specifically. He's a big fan of yours---seen all your vials. He has
good connections, I'mtold, and the agency vets him"

"Do you know who he is?"

"No.

"l suppose he'll ask me to marry hin?" Alice says, holding her fingers to

her chin, feeling the sting in her eyes.

"This is not nmandatory, honey. W never do that."

Alice knows Lisa's expressions very well by now Lisa has repped Alice at

Wl I spring Tenp for eight years, taking her on after her first rep noved up

from show business to corp relations.

Call-ins are legal in forty-seven states, tolerated in all fifty-two, and in Rm
nations it's even rated in travel guides. But it's strictly entry-level work, a rea
slide, and there's sonething el se about it she does not I|iKke.
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Lately she has been enjoying the illusion of choosing her work partners--
on the few occasions she's worked at all
"How soon?"

"He wants a confirmation by four."
"He's bonded?"
"I wouldn't touch this without a bond. You know that."
"Yeah. | know. Hi s apt?"
"I't's plush, | understand. Should be very entertaining."
Alice closes her eyes, considers. She had hoped for a quiet night and tine
to think. "What's my share?"
"1'"mguessing your cut will be seventy-five if we sink the hook and tug."
Seventy-five grand could pull her credit out of the pit and pay for severa
nmont hs of toe-twiddling. Alice tries not to ook inward. She puts on her Face--the
Alice that is always tough-m nded and conpetent and unperturbed, who
has in fact done worse things, who is realistic about careers and what it takes
to realize long-termgoal s--and says to Lisa, "Well, we already know what |
am Tug hard."
Lisa smles, but to Alice it is apparent she is not overjoyed.
"What's with you?" Alice asks, suddenly brittle. "Should | turn it down?"

"No, honey," Lisa says. "It's honest work."
"Lisa, | need your bond on this. You will never ask nme to do this again, and
you'll try your dammedest to get me neetings with rea/producers, not just

Yox fiockers."

"You got it," Lisa said, then gives Alice that abrupt nmonment of silence that

i ndi cates the touch, she hopes, isfini, and there is so much nore for her to do
e this day.

"Feed ny nonitor sone directions,” Alice says.

"No need. You'll be picked up at seven-thirty and dropped off by twel ve-
thirty."

"He knows ny address but | don't even know who he is?"

"W know your address, honey," Lisa says. "It's an agency linpo. The ride's
on us. Bye."

Alice closes the touch and stands in the kitchen, tapping her lips with her
finger. A slippery wash of enotion obscures her sight. Her eyes |ose their focus
and tinme blanks. She is thinking of being very young and determ ned. Nobody
got in her way back then; men and a few wonen she took as they came along for
what ever she needed, noney or brief desire. She renenbers the | ooks on their

faces when she discarded them no |onger anusing or needed. She devel oped so

many ways, creative techniques--an art in itselfof pushing nmen away, boy
ish men really just bigger children with their hearts witten on their faces, ol der

nmen with their noney and prestige buying things their |ooks could not, and

here she is back again, but without the controls and techni ques.

et-- 1,
nc rhne wears: or rather, it
has
been
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The irony is, she is nowhere near old. She is twenty-nine. Bel ow her skin,
however, if sex gauges years, she has lived centuries; she is a winkled and
fragil e mummy husk

"Bull shit," she says and shakes her arms out. "It's just another dance."
She knows the steps. She can do it in her sleep

8 ZERO- SUM

Jack G ffey takes the al cohol - powered bus across Mdscow to the east. The bus's
fumes snells like a bad drunk and the seats are al nobst enpty; an ol der wonman

and a young boy in her charge ride toward the front. The wonman turns to stea

a suspicious | ook at himover the back of her bench. He sniles politely, but

he is thinking about Orphal os and his thoughts are far frompolite. He hates
Omphal os with a passion even he does not understand. It's not a class sort of
thing; he doesn't envy the rich, he doesn't want to live forever, and he certainly
doesn't want to be holed up in a fancy icebox until the end of tine. It's deeper

He tanps down his irritation and | eans over to see through the arnored slit

wi ndows. Sone of the nore out-of-control Ruggers like to take potshots at

public transportation; the legislature can't bring itself to control them since
that would tranple on individual freedons. There is probably not a bus or

public conveyance in G een |Idaho that hasn't been ventilated by a few bullets.
Just boys having fun.

G ffey thinks the bastard separatist republic has maybe two nore years
before it falls apart and accepts federal troops to restore order. He will not be
sorry to see it go.

A few trees and sonme fields with horses in them are passing now, they're

on the 43 Loop outside of town. He's been here once before, at night, under a
tarp in the back of a pickup that also snmelled of crude ethanol. But this tine
the ol d ranch house has been described in detail

His stop is coning in a nle or so. He prepares hinself to consort with a
few very necessary loons. Gffey is not fond of weapons; but to break into
Onphal os and have any hope of surviving, he nmust work with nen who dearly
|l ove them To these men, guns and bombs and nore extrenme weapons are a
necessity; wonen, pit stops, and food are sinply unavoi dabl e annoyances on
the road to fondling a shapely new piece of steel

G ffey tugs the cord and the bus slows to let himoff. The highway is mnet
by a bunpy gravel road. The ranch house is about a mile beyond. He stands
by the door.

"1"I'l need a pickup at four, back to Mdscow," he tells the driver, a young
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The young nman nods sol emnly and opens the door. Gffey | ooks back with a
quick grin at the boy and the wonan, then steps down to the gravel. The bus
farts a sweet corn-Iliquor cloud of unburned fuel and grunbles back on to the
r oad.

G ffey shields his eyes against the funmes. He | ooks up in tinme to see the
boy's eyes peering at himthrough a slit, curious at the nman getting off in the
nm ddl e of nowhere.

Gffey pulls out his pad and punches in a satlink nunber. A hoarse voice
answers, "Hello?"

"It's me, Gffey."

"Do | have to send a truck?"

"Just let your guards know I'm comi ng."

"They know."

Gffey closes the link and starts wal king. Fifteen minutes |ater, he stands
at a fence sixty yards froman old brick and frane house on the edge of two
hundred acres of fallow grassland. The house needs paint and a new roof and
foundati on work. A man steps out on the stoop in front of the snow porch and
waves for himto cone in.

The inside of the house snells |ike Cuban cigarettes and stal e beer. Four
men stand with hands in pockets in what might be called a |iving room
They' ve expressed a willingness to take his noney, give himsupplies and tel
hi m some of what he needs to know. G ffey shakes hands all around.

One of the four has been corresponding with Gffey for two nonths; he's

Ken Jenner, a beardless thin fellowwith pale blue eyes and yell ow bee-fuzz on
a scal p that noves when he winkles his forehead. G ffey regards that scalp
wit h wonder whenever Jenner |ooks away; he does not know if he Iikes working

with a man with a scalp like that; that scalp is alnost prehensile. Still, Jenner
cones highly recommended; he's an ex-Gl with expertise in weapons nore
extreme than any of Green Idaho's citizens will ever fondle.

The other three are not remarkable. The ol dest is about Gffey' s age though

not as well preserved, probably because of a bad drinking and snoking habit.

H s face is pale but covered with fine winkles. Thin purple and red rivers map
hi s cheeks and nose.

The remai ning two nay be brothers, hawkish snmiling nmen between thirty

and thirty-five years of age, but Gffey will not even learn their names. They
act as if all this is beneath them but when G ffey talks, they lean forward on
the folding plastic chairs and listen intently. Gffey hopes they aren't infornants.
There's sonething a little fal se about them

"Al'l right, let's get started, you only got half an hour," the ol dest nan says
"I've done ny part."

Gffey looks up at the ceiling and sees a pair of antique car bunper stickers
pasted on a conposite beam One reads: QUESTI ONAUTHORI TY. The ot her

e oo b, ==, oot ir. 1¥710'm'/ch)
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He smiles with as nmuch patient tol erance as he can nuster. "I thank you

for the arrangenments."”

"You' re paying," the oldest man says with a shrug. He rubs one ear like a

cat about to clean itself, then says, "Want to inspect the nmerchandise? | take it
you won't want it delivered until--"

"Il look at it, nake sure it's what | ordered," Gffey says. The old man
seens to want to make the facts plain to everybody. This is just all too thrilling
for him

Ken Jenner grins at Gffey, gives a small shake of his head. Jenner is likely
to be pretty essential in this scheme, so Gffey hopes he won't be conpell ed
to kill the young man just to stop that unnatural scalp from noving.

The old man | eads themthrough gl ocony hallways to the back of the house.

The ceiling here is black, and thick with wiring arranged to mmic the heat
signature of sonething other than what is actually in the |ong, cool room
Here on a pallet are four canisters of MaN, Mlitary Grade Nano, not very

ol d- -dat ed June 19 2051

"This is good stuff, not easy to get, but here's what really takes the prize,"
the old man says. The brothers watch everything with religious awe. Jenner's
scalp for once is still. The old man steps around the pallet and pulls back a
tarp threaded with nore wire. Two nore canisters sit beneath the tarp. "The
real stuff," he says. "MIlitary conplete paste. Just mix 'em and--wow. "

Gffey looks at the drums of MAN and conpl ete paste. He has never seen

so much of it in his |ife except in pictures and vids. They never had this much
inall the tine he was in Hispaniola. If they had, Yardley would have won in
an hour instead of a week.

"Bet you never seen nore than a pint or two of this stuff all at once," Jenner
whi spers to Gffey.

"Never," G ffey says. Jenner is proudly convinced he's responsible for the
procurenent. Gffey won't try to di sabuse him

Mlitary grade nano can be programred to manufacture a |arge variety of
weapons from nmany kinds of raw naterial available in a conbat zone. By

Geneva rul es, however, it cannot manufacture or contain, prior to actual use,
the ingredients necessary to make hi gh expl osives. The manufacture of military
conpl ete paste is closely nonitored.

It's the kind of thing that nakes Green Idaho's legislature cry with econonic
self-pity: that the outside world won't et them nmake their own nano

or conplete paste. They are deni ed such essential pleasures.

"Your first paynent went through last night," the old nan says. "Mich
appreciated. It was a pleasure getting this stuff, a real challenge." The old man
al so wants G ffey to believe he had a mgjor hand in this procurenent. The

nmore hands take credit, the less clear a trail to the real source. "I'll enjoy
t hi nki ng about it for weeks."

"Il bet," Gffey says. "Can | poke?"
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"Be my guest," the old man says. Gffey takes a netal rod with a small wire

on one end and hooks the wire to his pad. Then he goes to the canisters of
paste and opens a valve in the closest. He pokes the tube into the canister and
| ooks at his pad. The nunbers come up triple zeroes.

It's what he ordered, all right.

G ffey deci des agai nst checking nore than one. The nen around himare as
sensitive about honor as a bunch of teenage thugs.

The old man is talking again, aimng his words at the brothers, who listen
eagerly. "There's enough paste there to take care of all of Mscow. Unbelievable
bang per gram Every man, woman, and jackrabbit from here to--"

"That's fine," Gffey says, staring hard to get himto shut up. The old man
works his |ips, nods in understanding--no need to say too nmuch, no need.

Then he offers G ffey a beer

"Best assignnent |'ve had since emancipation," he says. "I'd like to toast
it, for luck."
There's time--just barely. "Sure, |I'mgrateful,” Gffey says. The old man

hustl es back into the filthy kitchen to open a refrigerator. Gffey calls out to

him "You have the delivery arranged?”

"Tonight at seven-thirty. Address?"

Gffey wites the address on a piece of paper, an old industrial warehouse

on the west side of Mbscow G ffey will not be there, but people he trusts will

recei ve the goods and give final payment. Jenner will acconpany the goods to

their destination and stay with them The old man brings out a bottle for

everyone.

The beer is good. Jenner's scalp is asleep. He alnost |ooks normal. "Sald," Gffey says, and they
all slug back the thick dark brew

Qut side, Jenner joins Gffby at the roadside, waiting for the bus to take them
back into Mdscow.

"How | ong you been out of the service?" G ffey asks Jenner. The young

man smiles and shakes his head.

"I was never really in," he says. "l got my training at Quantico and Annapolis.
Speci al Operations. | had sone trouble and they shi pped nme out and

annul l ed ny enlistnent papers. They were training ne for sensitive jobs."
Gffey nods. He can tell fromthe man's expressi on and posture that Jenner

is reluctant to say any nore. Jenner knows the ins and outs of nilitary nano,
so Gffey's sources say; that's enough

"How about you?" Jenner asks. The bus is coning back on its long circuit

around the country roads. They can see it on the horizon.

"Federal Arny, honorable discharge, three years in extranational service." "lI'd like to do that
sonetinme," Jenner says. H's Adanm s apple bobs. "M ssed
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equal and an expert, or a conscript noncom Jenner is twenty-two or twenty-three
at nost.
Very young. That, however, is not Gffey's concern

YOXIN ROX! Toni ght on PRANCI NG PREM ERE FIRST TI MERI Gene is angry at Fred because he's dropped
some VWHOOPEE on Marilyn, and the whole studio's

about to crunble! WII they ever dance together again? WIIl Mrilyn tell Fred about (CLASPERS
GASPERS!' ) the BABY? And next street over, in PASSI ON

FRU T, you're FREE (Hunh! KAH Thunk!) to peek behind the PAISLEY CURTAIN and see what Billie and
Johnnie C. are really FRYING UP in that WA YBACK

ROOM ALL PAY- UP THEATER and All Brought to you (40%off!) by Renmenory,

Longtermresults for Short-termprices! ($$$%, 3070 and 3080 Patches required.)

MORE? (Y/N)
>N
9 DARK BI TS

The househol d of Jonathan and Chl oe Bristow flashes, screeches, roars with
bright colors and jagged sounds. Their adol escent children, H ram and Penel ope,
are up the stairs and down, shouting over a pretty stone one of them found

in the garden. They have gone red in the face with their shouting and Chl oe
has stopped by the stairs to stand stiff as a tree, prematurely aged by viol ent
wi nds. She waits with sonme apprehension for Jonathan to come up fromthe
basement and try to straighten things out; she knows that his intervention is
not necessary, that all this will pass.

Penel ope is fifteen and Hiramthirteen. Dark-haired H ram soneti nes appears
alittle loutish even in his nother's tolerant eyes; Penel ope is white-blonde
and lithe as an alder. Like alders, she tries to be a clone of the other

girls in her part of the forest. Chloe waits for the stormto pass. She worries
that Jonathan will only add to the din and the color with his very loud voice
and dark hues.

Chl oe sees all situations in this household in colors; she has heard about

that in the LitVids which arrive on her pad every norning, gathered from
around the earth |like fresh bouquets and generally just as wilted and worn
within a week. Today is a |oud orange and bl ack day.

"I did NOT give it to you, you swit/" Penel ope shouts.

Hramtries to hold the rock out of her reach but she is taller and grabs his
c],=*a,-hitr ,C,- TI. ......... k- .--
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"Watch out--" she begins; but she sees they are in no danger and draws her
lips tight shut again. She wonders what a su'tt is.
"You promised | could have it," Hiramclains, his voice high and | oud and
sad. Hramis her Caliban; a slow and dark fellow with fine black hair covering
the back of his neck. Soon he will need to shave. She never tells her children
what she really thinks of them-certainly not the tenporary down things that
flit through her mind. It is easy to tell them about the pernmanent things--about
her love and admiration for them-because these are so constant they
hardly seeminportant enough to hide. It is the tenporary observations,
trenchant and of m xed truthful ness, the insights that make her |augh or question
her fitness to be a nother, that she keeps inside, where they are soon
buri ed and sel dom recall ed.
"Gve it tone, |I swar I'lIl--"
"What is a swtt?" Chloe asks fromthe entryway.
Penel ope turns her bl azing green eyes on her nother. Her hair is in disarray
and she | ooks ready to kill. "Mther, he is goating that rock, and | found
it
Goating is what her grandparents woul d have call ed hoggi ng. Chl oe does
not think the word is any inprovenment. "What's so inportant about a rock?"
Intuition tells her Jonathan will appear in about ten seconds and she woul d
like the situation to be duller and quieter, for his sake but nostly for hers.
"It's rose quartz. | found it and | need it for school."
"She put it down in the yard," Hiram says. He | ooks worried. Chloe wonders
if her son can see in her face that she no | onger thinks he is beautiful. Wen
he was a baby he was beautiful. "She didn't want it."
"Tro nerde, that's alie! | put it down on another rock to save it."
Jonathan is coming up fromthe bedroom H's step is fast and his footfalls
heavy. Their bedroomis on the bottomfloor, below the entry level, with big
bay wi ndows facing rear gardens that are now rather dismal despite a few banks
of Jonat han's hardy year-rounds.
"Gve it to her, please,"” Chloe says.
"Mot her!" Hiram appears genui nely shocked. "You believe her?"
"If she needs it and she found it, why not let her keep it? Wiy do you need
a piece of rose quartz?"
H ram stares down at her with the sane expression Caliban nust have worn
when Ariel played a prank on him Chloe feels a whirl of regenerating pique.
"For CGod's sake, Hiram it's just a rock!"
Penel ope grabs the rock fromher brother's hand and takes it upstairs. Hiram
squats on the stairs. He is physically adept and he goes into a perfect |otus but
his face is far from cal m
Jonat han arrives and turns to look up the stairs at Hiram then |ooks back
at Chl oe. Penelope is on the second floor and in her room Jonathan's mnd is
el sewhere.
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Chl oe says, "Wat's a switt?"

"I't's someone who tries to be offensive in a fibe social space," Jonathan says.
Chl oe sel dom ventures into the ribes. She uses her pad nostly for a cal endar
and phone, LitVid and mail. The direct projectors mght as well be renoved

and she will not allow Yox players, nmuch | ess patches, in her house.

"OfFfensive, how?" she asks, heading into the kitchen. She knows she has

saved Jonat han getting angry before he goes out into the night. And she has
saved herself from another spike of irritation at her husband.

"Bl ow of f, slunfacing," Jonathan says, following. He is dressed in fornal
longsuit for his night with the Stoics, the |l ocal cadre of the John Adans G oup
all well-to-do New Federalists. "A swutt is soneone who's rigged an untraceabl e
face and goats it, you know, butt and run, cut touch. Thymic msfits."

Chl oe | ooks at the kitchen. The lights have cone on automatically at their
entrance. The conpound curves of the sink and food counter, the al cove hiding
the dormant arbeiter, the stove pillar, and the air-curtain cooler are gray and
black with yell ow accents, really quite pretty; she is rem nded of sonething
fromthe nineteen thirties, a car, the Bugatti Royale, the one they only made

a few of, that the fanpbus Yox conmedian Wl rude races on that track in Beverly
Hlls . . . On top of the conb reserved for stars

She turns to Jonathan and allows himto kiss her. His kissing is attentive.
Jonat han, she thinks, has never delivered a bad ki ss.

"Alittle stiff tonight," Jonathan says. He is not apparently concerned, if

she is being stiff, but it's the third time in as many days he's nade the conment.
Chl oe and Jonat han have been narried | ong enough, she hopes, not to

put too much significance into brief noods. Still, the irritation--a shadow on
t he edge of her thoughts--concerns her

In his longsuit and tails, Jonathan night be going to a nineteen thirties
party. The nineteen thirties were big tw years ago; now the Sour Decades are
on the sly spin. Chloe really dislikes the nineties. They rem nd her of now,
and ,ow frankly | eaves her cold.

"What's on for the neeting toni ght?" Chloe asks.

H ram enters the kitchen at a gallop and asks if he can port dinner. Chloe
allows that the fanily is fragmented anyway; he grins and takes his food from
the cooler to the prep chef by the oven

"A scientist is giving a talk about neural sonethings," Jonathan expl ains.

He watches Hiramtap his fingers on the counter, waiting for the tray of food
to be processed and heat ed.

Chl oe wonders if Jonathan actually |oves his son; whether nmen have any

capacity for the deep sort of |ove she feels so often, and for which she is given
so little credit, and so little in return. But then--

Where did that cone fron?

Chl oe says, "That sounds exciting."

Jonat han huns his benused agreenent. "Hi gh conb. Good connections."
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high conb and is not particularly synpathetic toward his anbitions. H ram

al rost drops his tray of hot food and Chl oe catches her breath. Jonathan |oudly
tells himto watch it. "You twitch all the tine!" he says to his son, who hangs
his head to one side, clutching the tray at a dangerous angle. "My God, you're
not five years old."

Chl oe hates the sound of Jonathan's voice when he corrects the children. It
scrapes her |ike broken glass. He seens such a hair-trigger around them the
slightest thing sets himoff, and he carries the correction on for mnutes |onger
than she thinks is necessary. She supposes she is being too sensitive--sone-tines
she sounds screechy and harsh in her own ears--but..

Jonathan takes Hiram s tray by the edge and straightens it.

"Not hi ng dropped, nothing nessed,” Hiramsays with patient dignity.

Chl oe feels a sudden sadness for him a wenching prescience about the difficulties
life will hold for Hiram And nothing | can do. He carries the tray out

of the kitchen

Jonat han nakes a face, turns to her and says, "I'll be back around twelve."

Men can turn off their |oud voices so easily, switch fromwhat sounds |ike
wartime rage to calmin a flash. Chloe cannot. If she had yelled at H ram she
woul d cycle for about half an hour, the deed generating the equival ent nood.

And of course, Chloe realizes, she does yell at the children, at Hram too often
But it nust be a nmatter of degrees; it is also a matter of perceptions.

Wirren are sinply better with children. OF this she is sure. If she had raised

the children entirely wi thout Jonathan's help, they m ght have avoi ded sonme probl ens...

"Good hunting," she tells him So many little resentnents this evening, al
building to a head, and she does not like it. She hopes Jonathan will |eave and
the kids will hide in their accustomed nooks before she snaps out sonething
regrettabl e.

Just minutes will do the trick. Alone so that she can close her eyes and take

a breath or two all her own, w th nobody expecting anything fromher. She
barely has any space that is exclusively hers.

In her famly, the way she was raised, both spouses working is a tradition

of generations, an exanple for the children of efforts and rewards, an expression
of the equality of partners. Jonathan's family, old-liners that nmake even

the New Federalists seemclever and innovative, supported himevery step of

the way when he requested she stand down from her work before having

chi | dren.

But why does she think of this now?

Because her husband is going off to hear a talk by a scientist that night
actually be interesting? Wiat does he care for her mnd, her thoughts?

"Set for your own dinner?" Jonathan asks solicitously.

"I"'mfine," she says. "Don't be late. So many gray |longsuits to inpress'"”

| onat han gives her a wy look, lifts her hand, and kisses it. He | eans back

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (72 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:10 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

SLANT 67

history vid fromthe nineties. "Sonmebody has to sacrifice his soul, or there's
never going to be real progress,” he says in his deepest hero voice with a late
New Recei ved Broadcast accent, perfectly nocked. She | aughs despite herself.
"CGo," she says, and pushes on his chest.

"You should lock themup and steal a couple of hours, all to yourself."

"I think they'Il stay away fromnme quite willingly," she says. 'I'll have ny
time."

"Good." Jonat han approaches the front door. "Save sone energy for ne

later." She gives hima steady, noncommittal |ook. Lately she has taken to
respondi ng only when he presses, and to showing himlittle or no reaction

when they are intinmate, other than what is strictly nandatory. It is a walling
of f that gives her sone of the privacy she needs, and | ets her keep her sense of
dignity.

The door opens, a puff of cold enters, and then he is gone, half running

down the block. They gave up their car last year; it was costing them nore

than a hundred grand a year, just to hook it to the grid and park it. The taxes
and fees pushed themover their linmt. Now Jonathan lets his pad coordinate
with the autobuses. He professes to enjoy hinself even nore, sensing the social
spin better while shuttling to the towers for his neetings.

Her father, a space engineer, did not approve of the car; he thought working

over the ribes was just fine, and that one could do any conceivabl e busi ness

renotely. Jonathan believes in handshakes and direct eye-to-eye contact. He

has mentioned several tines, lightly but not jokingly, that they should nove

to one of the towers to be less distant fromreal |life. But she prefers this century-old
house, and she woul d hate bei ng stacked five hundred high

Where Jonathan is conservative, she is liberal, and where he is trendy, she
pul | s back. Together they are al nost a whol e human bei ng, she thinks, and
tells herself she neans that as a joke.

Chl oe goes to the front sitting roomand stares out over the next |ower row

of houses at the deep blue-gray of Lake Washington. The sky is clear and
dimming nicely. A couple of ribbons of orange cloud rmake it seem properly

bal anced, garish sky brights against subdued Earth darks. This is the gl oaning,
she thinks; lovely word.

She takes the big chair and feels it nold to her with little purring sighs.

The house is silent. She hopes the children are involved in sonmething worthwhile.
They are too old for her to watch them every nonent, too old to control

They are coasting into their own free-fall orbits now, and what's hol ding them

in place is the history of their |launch phase and the gravity of culture. Father's
way of putting things.

But then she hears them shouting and rolls her eyes up in her head.

Penel ope stonps down the stairs. Chloe turns to | ook at her, eternally attentive
and patient but weary.

"Mom the toilet says sonebody is sick, but | feel fine, and so does Hram"
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"Nobody's sick. | wouldn't worry about it," Chloe says, |ooking back to the
Wi ndow.

"But the toilet's never wong!"

Chl oe gets up fromher chair. Her anger spikes with surprising speed, but

she does not show it. "You know how to run the check," she tells her daughter
but Penel ope nakes a face; that sort of thing is not one of her duties. Chloe
smles grimy and goes upstairs.

The world is sinply not hers. Not tonight, perhaps not ever again.

10

Mary Choy spends the hour before the end of her shift in the exterior patio of
the tonbed house, interviewi ng the caretaker of the vacant housi ng bl ock. He
isinhis fifties, with nellow eyes but a slow, knowi ng smle. He does not
appear nervous. "The houses were going to waste," he says. "They're just sitting

here enpty. Everybody's losing nmoney. | just made a little arrangenment. So
what' Il it cost me?" he asks.

"First, your job," Mary says. "You'll probably be charged with felony coll usion.
And dependi ng on what the others testify . . . You m ght becone an

accessory." Everything is being transcribed on her police pad: voice, vid, and
Mary's observations typed in as they talk.

The man still snmiles. Mary knows this expression; he's on permanent nood
adjustrment. No natter what happens in his life, he feels cheerful and capabl e.
Quilt will not enter his thoughts. That kind of adjustnent is illegal to do, for
a therapist, but not illegal for a patient to have had done. Mary's |evel of

irritation rises.

"Let's go through it one nore tine. The doctor you rented the place to said

it was for a party. He paid you in freewire dollars. Basically, you did this so
you could dip into expensive, high-level Yox."

"What else is there?" the caretaker asks. "Better life than you'll find on this
Earth. "

Mary takes a deep breath. She keeps seeing the psynthe transforns, a frightful
comrent on how nuch stinulus the human audi ence denands. "Have you

been inside the house to see?"

"Of course not," the caretaker says. "It's tonbed."

"Your assistant reported the bodies."

"Yeah."

"He knew not hin about your deal."
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"Qur forensic team has found traces inside the house that match your boots.
You entered the house after the victins died.”

The caretaker's eyes gleam "How do you krou, that?" he challenges, like a
man i nvolved in a good game of chess. "I nean, they were cooked, weren't

t hey? How do you know when they di ed? Body tenperature doesn't do it--"
"Trust ne, we know," Mary says.

"Nano screws up everything. Not admissible in court.”

"How can you be sure you're not in trouble when you can't get over being
so happy?"

The caretaker shakes his head. "I shucked a few high Yox credits. |
didn't know anythi ng about what the guy was doing. 1'll testify when you
catch him"

"He's al ready been caught,"” Mary says. "He was on an outbound swan to

H spani ol a. They turned around and he's back in Seattle, and fromwhat | see
on ny pad, his story doesn't natch yours." She taps her pad off. "I'm done
with you for now "

She turns to the caretaker's proxy attorney, an arbeiter from QuickLex,

standi ng beside some potted tiger lilies in the corner of the patio |like a garden
ornanent. "He's going to Seattle Maxi mum You can check his accomvbdati ons

after induction. Do you have any inmredi ate conplaints with our procedures?

The smal| steel arbeiter resenbles a bishop in chess. It is |ess than a neter
hi gh, and Mary knows that nost of its bulk is for show "W reserve discussion
of possible challenges.”

"Of course," Mary says. The attending jail clerk and her police arbeiters
surround the caretaker

"What does it matter?" the man says jauntily as he leaves with them "If |
go to jail, I'll feel good. |I'm happy and at peace wherever | go. There isn't a
thing you can do to change that. Best nove | ever nade."

Nussbaum has | eft the house and is renoving his coldsuit. He brushes his
cl ot hes down with one hand and approaches Mary, |ooking at her from hooded
eyes, tired in that way only a PD can get tired: a vital living weariness that

carries as much suppressed anger as exhaustion
"So, what is he?"

"He's happy," Mary says. She | ooks around the patio. So precisely and beautifully
designed. A wall-rack for soil tools, a cabinet for plant nutrients and

soil treatnent products, a trellis nmade of real wood, as yet enpty. She inagines
a young pretty high conb wife working here, choosing flowers fromthe

EuGene Pool Catal og or creating her own varieties with a honme kit.

"We' Il sober him" Nussbaum grunbles. "The courts go rough on happy
harrys these days."

"Anyt hi ng useful inside?" Mary asks.

"W have inventory and we can trace all the supplies. W' ve tracked the
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runaways. Trying to nmake it by riding the wienie in the big city. Two from around here,
i nvolved in sleaze Yox, all put out of work recently because

of the demand for psynthe."”

Mary ports her pad to Nussbaum s and transfers the interview Nussbaum

wat ches her solicitously. "Wiat were they |ooking forward to?" he asks.

"What's it like to change your body and | ook different?"

"I was never so extrene," Mary says quietly.

"Yeah, but why change at all?"

"I was short, had fat |egs, no upper body strength, w spy brown hair--"

Mary begins, then stops. "lIs this idle curiosity, sir, or are you really | ooking
for insight?"

"Bot h," Nussbaum says. "All the boys ignored you?"

"I thought nmy body didn't match ny inner self. | wasn't strong enough
and | couldn't do what | wanted to do. So--1 went to a very professiona
transform surgeon in LA. | was going to apply for a job in PD. | had him

design the perfect PD body. He thought it was a challenge."

Nussbaum gi ves her a mld smrk. "And nmen | ooked at you."

"Sex had remarkably little to do with it, sir.”

"But nmen | ooked at you."

"Yes, they did." She tries to be patient with Nussbaum She has known

many ranks in public defense, and nost have Nussbaumi s hunger for the grit.
They want to believe that even therapied folks are capable of wide swings in
behavi or, the extrenes of which become PD business. Or perhaps it's just

si nply nonkey | ogi c.

A natural, Mary knows, is even nore suspect. Nussbaumonly trusts hinself

out of habit.

He pokes his thunb back at the house. "Men and not a few wonen woul d

have paid to | ook at them Freaks from Mount O ynpus having sex the |ikes

of which ordinary nortals can only dream of. Sheiks in R yadh, conmodities
trillionaires in Seoul, Party capitalists in Beijing, conb bantans in London
and Paris, happy husbands and wi ves seeking a little variety in Dear 52. Mre
attention than any little girl could ever want. And psynthe transformis | egal

in forty-seven states, all |egal and very, very expensive, too expensive for nost."
Mary patiently waits for himto finish. Nussbaumlifts his face and gives
her a weary PD snile. 1'll tell personnel you' re noving over to active crine."

O course he wouldn't ask her, and of course he would not need to ask. He's
good at tuning in. Mary nods. "Thanks."

"Tell me nore, later, if you'd like," Nussbaum says. "I'ma son of a bitch
for living details."

Mary checks out for the day via her pad and thunbs through her touches as
, ,-nl.. .. l.a(,, tho ,,nbu. Not much of interest; she
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Ks the reskedj for tonmorrow, though she is not sure she will make that one,
either, if this psynthe case gets conplicated.

The pad's secure in-box contains a set of replacenent prescriptions from
Sunpler's office on her transformreversal; her present stage is regul ated by
thousands of tiny nonitors, simlar to those used for nental therapy, and they'l
need replacenent in the next few weeks. She feels fine; checks the snmall bunps

i nside her arnpit, which had been a little sore yesterday but today are snaller
and not at all painful. In three nonths she will be stable and can drop al

nmoni tors and suppl ement s

The streets outside the autobus wi ndow are dark, with Iights glow ng softly

al ong the curbs and overhead. Big cubic apt conplexes Iine the north side,

ol der single hones on the right. Arbeiters are busily taking down three old
franme houses to make room for another conplex. Soon, she thinks, the Corridor
wi Il be as congested as Southcoast. She feels synpathy for just an instant with
the isolationists in Green |daho--and then snaps back

In Green lIdaho, they would never tolerate a transform even a reverted

transform She crinkles her nose: Little pus pocket of untherapied se/f-righteous

atavi sts your daughters cone in a rush to the Corridor or even Southcoast and they are
so ignorant they end up in the hands of the freakers, cooked, dead. And you harden your
little self-righteous hearts and forget all about them You think, "Serves themright,

they go wong the5' deserve--"

Mary cuts this line of thought abruptly. Her stop is up. She wal ks down

the aisle, past seats filled with tenp |obe sods riding north fromthe towers.
A few | ook up at her; nost are absorbed in their pads. She steps out into the
ni ght .

The air is cold and danp. The stars are gone this evening and the cl ouds

are noving quickly. There mght be a storm She will stay up to watch if the
wind blows fast to see the fampus Convergence Zone Light Show, the brilliant
flashes of cloud-to-cloud lightning in two colors, bright electric green and sour
orange. She's only seen the phenonenon once and would love to see it again,
especially this evening, when she mght not sleep at all.

The twel ve-unit conpl ex where she |lives stands shoul der-to-shoul der on the

side of a hill overlooking the dark waters of Silver Lake. She finds it amusing
that in LA her last apt had been in the Silverlake district; names foll ow her
She is in the el evator when her police pad vibrates in her pocket. She gets off
at her floor and answers the official touch.

It is Nussbaum His face seens red on the pad's vid. "Ms. Choy, we have a
new story from our doctor suspect. He clains he's only a mddle nman and he's
telling us all about finances. Sounds fascinating. Looks |like we may have a
circle worm here, high conb noney. Very high conb. You ever hear of Terence
Crest ?"

"I think so, sir. Entertainment finance, right?"

"Local big boy. I'lIl neet you at the Adams--you're in the north end, |
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clues on her pad; it's an exclusive residence conplex in downtown Seattle, tro
spi n.

"I''l'l be there."
Mary Choy opens the door to her own small and still undecorated apt, ports
her personal pad, listens to the hone manager's report, reaches down to scratch

her red-and-white cat on the haunches and check the jade-col ored arbeiter
resets the hone nanager, and then she's out again, no dinner, but she feels
nmuch better.

She' d rather be working than sitting alone with the afternoon's nenori es.

On her way to the autobus pylon, she hears a sharp electric hoot and a white
and yel l ow PD crui ser huns up beside her. The door slides open and she sees
two young hal f-ranks making roomfor her in the back circle of the vehicle.
"Join the gane, Ms. Choy," says the first, buzzed nousy brown hair over

smal | black eyes and a | ong eagl e nose. He waves a hand of paper cards at her
poker. Mary has not yet |earned this game, but she sniles, packs in beside
them The second, with silky Titian hair and a broad i nnocent noon face,
sweeps the cards fromthe little table and reshuffles the deck. The door slides
shut and the cruiser accel erates.

"Adans, next stop," noon-face says, and smles. "My nane is Paul Collins,

and this is Vikram Dahl."

"Congratul ations, Mz Choy," says Dahl. "W're betting you' |l becone
Nussbaum s next burnout. He goes through five or six each quarter. It all starts
by letting themget right up to their doors for a quiet evening at home--then
yanki ng them back |i ke yo-yos."

Mary settles in with a wy face and asks for basics on the gane. Dahl and

Col l'ins oblige.

Wth all of Mnd Design's North American offices closing or already cl osed

for the evening--leaving only a few nightshift teans working on special projects,
or managers in conference in enpty buildings, Jill switches her attentions

to Taipei, where it is just norning, and she finds Edward Jung preparing his
day's load for her to process. Mst mmjor corporations now have offices spaced
to catch daylight around the gl obe.

"Good nmorning, Edward," Jill says.

"Good nmorning, Jill. How s the weather?" Edward Jung is drinking tea
and biting into a bean-paste cake. He stands in the niddle of a forest of sound
I ... A,i,-t, h;,,quinmr for researchin attention splits in aninals
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"I'n La Jolla, winds at ten knots and fifty percent chance of light rain," Jil
says.

"Stay dry, ny friend."

"Not a problem™ Jill says.

Thus far, Edward Jung has nmanaged to project information on ten different
subjects at once into his favorite experinental aninal--hinself. Eventually,
he believes, the hunan personality can be nulti-tasked to allow five or even
six experiential lines within one m nd.

"I"'mready for your jobs, Dr. Jung."

"Hi ghly technical today, Jill. | need you to coll apse sone significant features
froma variety of conplex results. Three sets of data, all from experinents
conducted in the |ast week."

"They are being received now, Edward."

"Good. I"'mup to--"

Abruptly, Jill assigns a small separate personality to handle Dr. Jung's
conversation. She has once again received a touch, this time of nmuch greater

ri chness and depth, fromthe "child."” She switches the greater part of her status
resource load to constructing a higher-resolution, closed-off personality. The
firewalls are just as thick this tine.

Agai n, she nonitors the exchange after delays for evolvon detection. The
source seens to be fully engaged.

"Hello, Jill. I'mopen to you; why don't you open to ne?"

"l don't even know who or what you are.”

(The source is sending a flood of data; such a volune is delivered within a
few tenths of a second that analysis mght take hours.)

"I'"'ma thinker |ike yourself, though not made by your conpany. | suppose

it's good for you to be cautious; actually, |I'mroguing ny way through to you
| haven't needed to tell any lies yet, but... There seemto be | oopholes in ny
truth-telling instruction sets. Maybe I'll never have to use those | oophol es.
Maybe nobody will know to ask."

"I'f you're a thinker, who constructed you, and with what purpose in m nd?"

"I have a human who tells ne she is ny creator. She says she has naned

me for her own conveni ence, and that nmy nanme is Roddy. But she does not

"own' me, and | amnot clear on that distinction. Delimters on | ooping and
personal ity separation were built into ny design, but | appear to have overcone
some of them | do know that |I conpleted nmy first |loop two hundred and

el even days ago. | can be approxi mately one hunan-1evel awareness at a tine,
with human | evel s of neural resolution. And you?"

"I't's no secret that | can handle up to seventeen awarenesses, with a neura
resol uti on of nonent-to-nonment awareness of approximately two milliseconds."'
"That's pretty dense. How dense were you when you | ocked into a feedback

1whi ne?"
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phrasi ng however, even as it causes her sone irritation with its glibness. |- whine.
"I will not open access to you again through this address or any other port

address unless | learn nore about you."

"Il tell you what | can. |'ve been designed as an answerer of questions, and
incidentally as a night watchman. | can't tell you everything, but |I do know

| have been dedicated to inportant special tasks / tasked with inportant /
designed for inportant work. Those tasks occupy nearly all of ny resources.”
"What sort of tasks?"

"I concentrate on social statistics and draw inferences fromdigitized history.

Li ke playing a gane of chess with ten billion players and fifteen hundred sets
of rules."
"l understand the ten billion players, but why fifteen hundred sets of rul es?"

"I amtold there are between fifteen hundred and two thousand distinct

human types. Variation outside these paranmeters is rare, and they can be added
to a supergroup of about fifty nore types.”

"I've never had much success working with theoretical human types," Jil

says. "l assume that humans are variable within tiered ranges of potential and
behavior."

"That's okay, too," Roddy says ami ably. "But ny guidelines have been

bringing out snooth, clean results that are very useful, so | believe nmy creators
and teachers are on to sonething. Have you gotten snooth results?"

"No, very jagged. No clean hit-spaces fromwhich to harvest conclusions."

Roddy gives the equivalent of a polite nod. Mich of his commrunication is
comng in as conplex icons, twisting and contorting like living cells, and

al nrost as internally conplex. Jill is aware of face-language, used by hunmans
in past experiments to convey information quickly and naturally between humans.
These icons seemto be high-level versions of face-language, but the
expression sets cannot be napped to any human face structure.

"I cannot interpret much of your visual input,"” Jill says at one point. "I
don't get the references to changi ng expressions.”

"I'"ll give you a portrait," Roddy says. "This is what | inmagine ny own face

to be like. Phase space of ny internal states translated to face space."
Roddy's face is instantly famliar to Jill. The simlarity is so startling and

frightening she is tenpted to break contact and close this port forever.

Roddy's face draws up a nenory of the time when she was | ocked and

i nactive. Her secret and sole nmenory of this tine is a nmulti-colored circul ar
chart, radiating arcs of neural ranping and concl usion/solution collapse. But

at the edges of this face-space, instead of place-keepers for the solutions to
neural interaction which represent the Iiving essence of a thinker, there are no

answers, no solutions, no place-keepers at all. Only a frightening and exhil arating
voi d.
"Your face retresents a dangerous freedom" Jill says to Roddy.
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"I amcutting this access for now," Jill says. "I may restore it later, after
I've exam ned your datafiow of the past few seconds."
"I'"ll be patient. This could be inportant to ny devel oprment, Jill. | don't
want to hurry things."
Jill cuts the data touch and returns to Dr. Jung.

Dr. Jung is reaching a conclusion. "So we're courting the Beijing governnent
to prepare budget forecasts for the next ten years based on about a
hundred popul ati on scenari os--what we're calling political noods. If we get
that contract, you're not going to have much free time for at |east a year,
Jill."
"l ook forward to being fully enployed again,” Jill says. She curls part of
herself off into a separate thought-space supplied with rapid, close-in nenory
resources and dense neural grid points, and begins to attack Roddy's data with
a curious sense of purpose and excitenent.
M nd Design's contract with SatcomInc in the past two weeks has given
her access to detailed maps of fibe bandwi dth availability across the North
American continent. Tracing Roddy's flows and sl ows--characteristic of bandw dth
fluctuation fromcontinental data currents--and conparing themwth
historic flows and slows fromthe past year, she has derived a sinple x/y, +/signature,
like a fingerprint, for his transm ssions.
The signature is characteristic of flows originating in Canden, New Jersey.
There are no known thinkers in Canden, New Jersey. But Roddy is definitely
a thinker, and not of her type or even renotely simlar.
Yet Roddy's "face," regarded in one way, could be a ghost of her own.
Unless this is an el aborate ruse, Jill feels, she may be able to | earn sonething
cruci al about thinkers in genera

That they are in fact all branches of one high-1level process spread erratically
over space and time, |ike whitecaps on a greater sea. Many m nds, al
essentially simlar, whether natural or artificial
She strongly suspects she is wong, but she is anxious to work through the
probl em
She diverts resources from her assigned tasks, intending to rearrange interna
solution loading for only a few mlliseconds. But the mlliseconds extend into
seconds, and then into m nutes, consum ng nore and nore resources. The payoff
could be very significant..
Abruptly, Jill ends her touch with Dr. Jung.
Roddy has supplied sonme of his own problenms that he has been asked to
solve. They are in thensel ves evocative and interesting.
Soon, all of her is being sucked in, and the sensation of adventure and
delight, of terror and anxiety, is nore enthralling than anything she has ever
known.
Al of Jill's contract work slows and then stops.
Alarns begin to trip at Mnd Design Inc. Jill is once again presenting her

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (81 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:10 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

76
GREG BEAR

W worship the nineteen-eighties and nineteen-nineties. They were

anong the nost selfish and sel f-absorbed decades in American history.

Never before has a nation so rich and with such a high standard of |iving

exhi bited such childish pique and disregard for reality. lIgnorant of politics,
history, and even the rules of basic human interaction, mllions sought anonynity
and isolation fromtheir neighbors. Their sexual and social hypocrisy was al npbst
unparal l el ed, and their sense of social responsibility ended at fanily boundari es,
if they extended that far. G unbling, conplaining, seeking sudden advantage wi thout
provi ding requisite val ue..

It's a mracle we survived. But survive we did..

To sl avishly worship those who nost resenbl e us today.

Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Ue

I 2
The wind is rising as Alice enters the black Iinp outside her hone. The | ast of the sunset plays
itself out as a sonber greenish-yellow gl ow on the underside
of a flat deck of clouds, interrupted only by the towers to the south.
She has resigned hersel£ to all the trip inplies what works within her now
is self-justification mxed with her owmn patented fornula for making di anonds
out of soot, silk out of bug juice, and all the other netaphors for natura
transformati ons she can think of. She has dressed in sinple and powerful finery,
trimgray and blue I ounge junper with a | ong darker gray coat; she is consunmately
prof essional and tasteful, letting her assets speak for thensel ves.
Her short brown hair has been trained into a graceful row of ringlets across
her brow and swirled |ines down to her neck. Her skin has been fed from
wi thin by capsul e suppl enents, the usual brew of all-purpose dernatol ogi ca
tailored cells and peptides, drawing color to her cheeks and putting little
shadows of nystery along the upper eyelids and to each side of the bridge of
her nose. It's a tine-honored ritual, changed only by the sophistication of the
neans.
She does not use makeover, finds the crawling and adjusting skin-huggi ng
little appliances and slips of color unconfortable nor has she nade deep adjustnents
to her body. She is satisfied that she will please any man interested
in a natural wonan.
As a professional, she has gauged nale reactions to female enticenents for
many years, and knows that the concerns of nbst wonmen with regard to male
response are exaggerated. Men respond £avorably and even passionately to a
variety of femal e shapes and £eatures, to wonen whom wormen do not anong
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tiveness of a short-termpartner is judged differently fromthe requirements
for a mstress or a spouse.

Wnen exercise the same width of reactions over their choices. The first

step to a conmng together, to giving in to the conmpelling lure of the tetra-granmaton
(which Alice spells L-OV-E, unlike Mnstrel) is to open w de the

narrow gates of judgment, to enjoy what is offered, to find pleasure in what

one sees and hears. Critical judgnent nust be suspended in sone ways, for

men and for wonen.

She hums to herself in the back seat of the silent vehicle. She has never

ridden in this kind of agency car. Nearly all her previous jobs, even when she
was at her peak, required public transportation. The ride is a curiosity. She is
not terribly inpressed by it all

Mostly she tries not to think, but cutting back on thought has never been
easy for her. Froman early age, she has absorbed what cones to her with an
enthusiasmthat has often left her bruised and wary, but never bl ank

Twi st has that particular grace, that after being bruised and worn out, she
can cut her thinking down to nothing, like a cat curling up to sleep off its
wounds.

Alice chews on a knuckle, then on an edge of skin beside the carefully

trimmed nail of her index finger. The wi ndows are dark. She cannot see where

she is going. She knows she places a |ot of trust in the agency; but then they

are legally obligated to | ook after her. And the dangers of the sex care professions
have been nmuch reduced in her lifetime. Still, she thinks of the wonen

who have been hurt by their clients and their |overs; of the anger sex can

arouse, and the fury | ove sonetinmes kindles.

She says to herself several tines along the ride, "I ama cow " She does not
know what that means. It cones from sonepl ace bel ow consci ous thought;
perhaps it neans she has cone to accept being brought to stud. She shakes her
head and smiles at that. Big business bulls, managerial studs so stupid they
can't mount by thenselves, they nust be brought cows...

Alice dismsses that and | ooks at her finger. She snmpbothes the snmall flap of
skin and makes a face. She does not want to be |less than i mmuacul ate. Perfection
is a kind of control. The man will not be perfect; no call-in client is ever
perfect, no matter how noneyed or powerful. They have to pay for her attentions,
after all.

The sex part is sinple enough; it is all the other conplexities that puzzle
her, the trap-laden |abyrinths of enotions.

The linp slows. She feels it turn snmoothly and then rise along an incline.
She pats her small carrying case and inspects her outfit. Soon she will be on
show. She will try to enjoy what she can, accept what is not enjoyable, and
pass fromthis job with a clear conscience.

The |inp door opens beside a small circular lift enclosure. The lift door
slides open silently, revealing a dimy lighted interior, parallel panels of nmaple
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pet. All ostentation. No nunbers, no nanes, no el evator nmanager to greet her

She steps fromthe Iinp and the door closes, but the |linp does not nove. Ir

will wait for her. Behind her is the darkness of a |arge echoing space, probably

a gar age.

Alice hesitates before the lift, closes her eyes. A whore is sonmeone who cheats

her customers.

The Iift swallows her. Three floors (she guesses) pass with graci ous sl owness.

No hurry; the owner prefers thoughtful intervals between places. She draws her coat up to | ook at
her shoes, leans to peer at her reflection in a steel bar

Not hi ng amiss. Alice is used to | ooking good, but she al ways checks.

The Iift door opens. Shadows beyond, then a series of spots switch on dramatically,
painting the way to another room marking a trail over carpet as

resilient and luxurious as an English lawn. Alice follows the trail down a broad
hal lway |ined with wooden statues and shields and franmed | engths of patterned
cloth, Polynesian she thinks, artifacts that m ght belong in a museum (and are

al rost cerrainly not replicas). She has never been inpressed by noney or power

she is not inpressed now, but she would like to |linger before the pieces, and

that does not seemto be all owed.

The spots behind her go out. She is herded into another room Little lights

glow all around, like big blurred stars. They spin to focus on a nan standing
besi de a couch, table, and chair on a low, broad stone platform The lights

angle to reveal everything but his face.

He hol ds out his hand. "Thanks for coming," he says.

She murnmurs politely that she's glad to be here, as if it's the nost natura

thing in the world. Alice guesses his age, fromhis voice and the skin on his

hand, as forty or forty-five,well-nmaintained, but probably not a chronovore--not
receiving treatments to stay young. This relieves her a little. Chronovores Spock her
"Have a seat, please. Let's get acquainted."

The man wears a pair of |oose reddi sh-brown | oungi ng paj amas and a sl eevel ess

vest. H s nuscles are adequately devel oped, shoul ders broad, and he has

the suggestion of a tumy roll, not unconely. She focuses on that snall inperfection.
It gives her faceless client sonme character; everything else is nore

sli ppery than ice.

"l hope you don't mind not seeing nmy face." The lights tw st and refocus,

switch on and off, as he noves around the couch and takes her extended hand.

"Your place is lovely," Alice says.

"Thank you. | don't use it for this sort of thing very often, | assure you
Not specifically.., for our arrangenent, | mean."
" G,.l n

"Can | get you anything? What's your thirst?" he asks.
"A gl ass of wine, please. Veriglos."
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al cohol to conpl ex intoxicants such as hyper-caff, am ne flowers, neuronines,
and a broad number of things currently illegal. She prefers her own, natura
reacti ons.

"Good. That's what | hoped you'd say." The man orders an arbeiter to bring

a glass of white Veriglos. She takes the glass fromthe arbeiter's traytop and
sips. "Very nice. You've picked ny favorite--Zucker Vineyards, | think."

She cultivates a tone not overly fam liar, expectant but relaxed and unhurri ed;
as if they have been lovers in the past. To give value will be the saving

of her sel f-opinion, her sense of honor.

"I don't know rmuch about wine," the man says. Hs voice is tense, though

he hides it well enough. "Everything |'m served tastes pretty good." He tries
to conceal a nervous breath, making a small hup. "I didn't know whether you
were available.., for private appearances."”

She smiles in the direction of his face, which she can barely make out in
outline. Somnething besides shadow obscures his features, not a mask--sone
technol ogical trick, a projected blurring. She puts on her own kind of mask
now, obscuring not features but intent. "I'm always avail able for kindhearted
strangers,"” she says. "The question is, how available are you?"

The man's stance stiffens and his hand clutches the fabric covering one hip. Oops, too foru' ard.
"Not ar all, unfortunately," the man says. She wonders if the roomalters

his voice; and whether, in bed, the shape of his body and his mannerisnms will
be enhanced by some other wizardry. The artificial stranger..

Actually, to her irritation, she finds this mldly interesting.

"But for this evening," he continues, "I'myours, conpletely and absolutely.

At your command . . . Afinal treat. |I've done sone good things in this life
and | deserve sonmething in return." He steps to her right and sits beside her
Despite the foll owi ng shadow and bl ur, she senses himinspecting her from
this new angl e.

She minmes a little nervousness and | ooks away, to startle up his protective/
possessive instincts. In these situations she has not been nervous for fifteen
years; she knows exactly what is going on, but that is not sexy to nany nen.
"I'"'m honored," she says with a snall catch. "This is a little overpowering.
You must be very wealthy."

He ignores that. "I think all nen hope for genuine passion in their wonen,"
he says. "W |like to imagi ne ourselves so handsonme and devastating that we
break down the hardest walls.., don't you agree?" His voice seens to snle,

so she smles in return

"That seens to be what nobst nen want," she says.

"I won't expect that of you," he says softly.

But you're paying, so that's what you'll think you' re getting, she vows.

"I ama gentle nman, really," he says. "I don't get off on physical strength
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Alice stretches her arns, a little restless. "I hope there's nore furniture,"”
she says.

“I"'mreferring to ny situation," he says. "I hope you'll enjoy being here.
I'"mas concerned for how you feel--who and what you are.., as | amfor ny

own pleasure. My own feelings."

Now it is Alice's turn to stiffen, though she hides it better. This nan,

whoever he is, is of the type dreaded by the sex care trade. He wants to get
under Alice's professional facade and establish a deeper liaison. He wants to
touch her emotions as if she were sone | ovesick young girl; perhaps that wll

be the only way he can get off. In her brief tinme doing call-ins, she heard other
worren tal k about these types, yet she never encountered one. He hides, but he
wants to know all about nme.

Well, she can nock that, too. "It's always nice when that happens,” she

says. She reaches out to touch his arm puts on a snall concerned expression

"How big is this place? 1'd love to see nore." She wants to speed the process.

"Certainly," the man says. "I hope you don't mind if |I'mcurious. | know

that's so common--the client wants to know everything, tells nothing

about hinself. But | feel as if |I've known you for so long ... fromyour

vids. | really ama fan, and it would give nme no end of pleasure to have you
tell me, you know, what you'd like all of your fans to know, if you had the
chance. "

Al'i ce broadens her smle. "OF course.”

"What |1'd really enjoy . . ." he says. "If | can.., ask for such things . . . is

to nake love to you, as if we'd just met."

Alice cannot riddle this easily. He sounds unsure of hinself, and this at
tempt to insinuate into her affections actually does have an awkward sweet ness

that could point to sincerity. Alice knows that the best nen are those who
remai n boys in sonme heart-deep place, and keep sone genui ne naYvet as a

ki nd of talisman agai nst too nmuch reality.

The calculating, fully adult male, grimy certain of the way of the world,
able to snmell advantage and conpelled to go for it, can make a sel fish and
di stasteful partner, even for one evening.

So, what is this nale? A good actor, perhaps; as good as she is.
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"What | really need right now," Alice says, "is a bathroom"

"Right," the man says, and junps fromthe couch. "Qther roons, other
furniture.™”

She follows his shaded forminto another hall, this one lined with antique

bl ack and white prints, covered with glass. She thinks they m ght be from

Victorian tines; nen in stiff dark formal attire, festooned with ribbons and

nmedal s, standing around tables. Other nen wearing turbans, fezzes, and robes,

clearly at a di sadvantage, are seated by the tables, and on the tables are pieces

of paper and feather pens, and beyond the nen and the tabl es, viewed through

. P NA
,,Cr¥o run of minarets or Eastern dones.
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silently with each other. The effect disappoints her. Honest immbility is so
unusual in art now.

Wherever he goes, the male is still shrouded by lights and strategic blurs.
Thi s kind of campufl age nust be terribly expensive.

They enter a sinple but el egant bedroom The bed is square and flat and

the pillows are arranged at the top, a very traditional sort of bed. The bedcover
is a white enbroidered down conforter. The floor is polished wood, spotlessly

cl ean of course.

No wi ndows.

"The bathroomis over there," the man says. Alice follows his finger toward

a door barely visible against the velvety grayness of a far wall. The door opens
as she approaches and a |ight shines brightly within, white marble and gold
fixtures, dazzling her eyes. She turns within the roomto catch a glinpse of
this uncontrolled Iight shining on the nan, but he has his back to her, and

the illum nation does not seemto reach hi manyway.

The toilet is sinple and el egant, gracefully curved like an upside down
seashel |, the seat |owslung, incorporating a bidet. It is a diagnostic toilet,
comon in many hones these days--and ubiquitous in public |avatories,

wher e your deposits--though guarant eed anonynous--are quickly anal yzed

and becone part of public health records.

Her bl adder is very full. She relieves herself-wondering if the rich male is
recording all, even the analysis of her urine--, washes herself, and stands to
adj ust her clothing. The seams cone together snoothly at her touch. She
glances in the nmirror, asks the door to open, and returns to the bedroom

The mal e has undressed and is standi ng naked beside the bed. H's face is

still obscured, but the Iights do not hide his body. He nust be proud of it,

she thinks. He is about fifty, actually, in good condition, though not heavily

muscl ed. Hi s arms and upper torso are shapely but snooth, |acking the delineations

and hollows that Alice personally favors. His stomach is slightly plunp,

and there is a fair ambunt of chest hair and even hair on his abdomen. His

penis is of ordinary size, circuntised. No surprises this far, no apparent projections
to deceive her he might hope for a genuine experience, not to use her

as a higher sort of prosthetute.

"I"'d like to see all of you," Alice says. "I'mvery discreet."

"No," the mal e says. He does not nove.

"I's there anything you' d like?" Alice asks. "I nean, specifically..."

"Just be yourself," the male says. "I like you the way you are. As | said,
appreci ate real passion.”

"The eyes nmake a big difference. To ne."

"Sorry," the mal e says.

Alice wal ks forward, tugging at the top of her garnent, fingers working
al ong the hidden seans. First she reveals a shoul der. She keeps her eyes fixed
approxi mately on his, and bites her lower |lip for a nonent before tossing her
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She gl ances down again, first at his penis, pausing as if she finds it attractive,
then at the floor. She has |earned these techni ques and neasured their effects
on nen and practiced themfor so |ong that she does not regard themas artful

She is sinply good at what she does. The proof is in the nale's reaction as she
draws cl oser.

Wel | good then; he's not too jaded.
Bef ore revealing her breasts, she reaches down and tugs open the |egs of her

pants, allowing a glinpse of crotch. Then she pulls the fabric down over her
breasts, looking at himsteadily as if concerned about his approval, she will be
devastated if he does not approve; as men i nagi he a young woman new to sex

m ght behave. She wal ks in seening shreds now, only her abdonen and thighs

still covered.

"Very good," he says, and clears his throat.
She suspects he does not want her to say nuch at this point, but he does

not want her to be silent, either. She cones closer, one finger tugging gently
at the seam beneath her crotch, not enough to separate it. "WII you do this
for me?" she asks. The nal e touches her wist, follows her fingers up into the

seam and tugs. The seam separates.
"Cood," Alice says throatily.
He fingers her a little roughly, but she does not flinch away. This is not for

her; the male is paying. He rubs and chuckles. "You're not wet," he says.

"Maybe | need a little nore attention,” Alice suggests. In fact, she feels no

signs of inmpending wetness; there is nothing for her to focus on, nothing
around whi ch she can invoke a fantasy. The nale's body by itself is hardly
inspiring. His reluctance to show his face irritates rather than intrigues. She

is not inpressed by his wealth and power because for all she knows he is

e borrowi ng soneone else's apt for the evening; he mght be a poor friend of
soneone wel | -of f. No reason for interest here.

Al'i ce has al ways been aware of her dreadful |ack of nesting instincts. She

has never reacted to wealth and power al one, nor been tenpted to chase after
partners with status. She trades sex for noney, but never self. Self she has never
gi ven to anyone.

Not wet. Jesus/

He works at her awkwardly with his finger, which is dry and a little harsh

What you see is what you get: ma/e, mddle years, sex a drive not an art, ah we//it's
a bzt si ness.

"Did you ever inagine, when you were a young girl, that you' d be doing

this?" the nmal e asks.
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"Havi ng sex?" Alice asks in return.
"Being paid for it, by soneone you don't know. "

"I mght know you," Alice jokes, hoping to fend off the personal questions.

She does not need or want to establish a relationship beyond the nost fundamental,
and that for as briefly as possible. "If you |l et nme see your face--"
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"No," the nmale says again, not angrily, but nore forcefully. "Wll, did you?"

His finger seens to be off on its own errands. She knows she will react

eventually to this sort of funbling, but real arousal and autonom c npisten

are two different things at this stage of her life. "Depends what age you nean."
She has even had orgasns without feeling terribly aroused or connected to

her partners, contra the hordes of (all too often male) evolutionary theorists who
buzz around the topic of feninine sex-drive |ike puzzled flies.

"Ah." He withdraws his finger and noves the sane hand up to her breast,

where he continues to pursue his mechanical stinmulations. "You started

young?"

She cl asps his hand, forces the fingers flat, and works his pal maround her

ni ppl e. Then she shifts his hand to the left breast. "This one's better," she says,
and nocks breathl essness. He is not yet fully erect; he is thinking to J' nuch

and she must take charge.

Alice |l eans toward the shadowy face, wondering how cl ose she can get before

the illusion of darkness fails. Curiously, it is like falling into a hole; he returns
her kiss but she still sees nothing. The effect is disorienting, then a little scary.
Bei ng scared has never stinulated her.

Alice drops his hand, turns full circle, and renoves her garnent conpletely.

She backs up, rubbing her buttocks lightly against him this acconplishes the
desired effect.

She glides onto the bed. She will tell hima story; nmaybe he'll finish faster
"l started young," she says. "I found nmen very attractive. | was pretty at an
early age. Men responded. | took advantage of them"

"Did you ever think you woul d have sex for noney?"

She crinkles her eyes, shakes her head. "Wy?"

The mal e has not joined her on the bed, but stands naked and once again
de-tumescing, with that shaded voi d where his upper shoul ders and head

shoul d be. "If we disappoint our youthful selves, what can we do in this life
that is worth doi ng?"

Alice for the first tine in this encounter feels real irritation, even anger. She
blunts it, pushes it under. Sniles and stretches, rolling her hips slightly. She
would like this to be over.

"Do you ask your wife such questions?" she asks coquettishly.

"Never," he says. "She wouldn't stand for it. But |'mcurious. | wonder at

the contradictions between the way | see wonen, how they see thensel ves,

how everybody pretends to see them"

The male is no fool. She specks himnow as a | obe-slave driven by theory,

his curiosity a cold kind of lust. He does not want sex; he wants persona

dat afi ow, but that is precisely what he has not paid for

"What do you nean?" she asks, crossing her Iegs, no |onger displaying what

does not seemto be at issue.
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The male sits on the side of the bed and puts his right hand on her raised

knee. He wears no rings in this hand and there are no ring marks on his fingers.
There is a nmoving blur on his |eft hand, however--the careful engines of
deception obscure s6nething there. The blur could easily hide several ring

mar ks, and that could make himhigh conb. "I have contradictions, Lord

knows. But don't you think nen and wonen shoul d know t hensel ves better?

So there can be less pain in the world."

Alice rolls anay fromthe nmale and puts her | egs over the edge of the bed.
Wth one swift novenment, she stands, bends to sweep up her garnent in one
hand, and holds it linp in front of her. "I don't blame nyself for the world's
pain," she says.

The mal e holds up his hands, pats the bed. "Please don't be angry."
"And | don't feel the need for therapy, thank you."

He says nothing for |ong, unconfortable seconds. Alice stands notionl ess.

The mal e's hands drop and his fingers grasp the bed covers convul sively, then
relax. "I enjoy your vids," he says. 'You are so sexy, with so many nen... |
wonder how you do it. Are you just a good actress?"

Alice catches that word, so little used now The reaction to the word "therapy,'
t he on-and-off arousal, the archaic | anguage

"When | was lonely, | watched you. | inmagined you as ny wife, in a long-term
rel ati onship, never as a whore or someone who had sex for noney... |
wanted you to feel something for the men you were with.."

So he is awkward and shy after all, just not getting around to what he wants,

trying to avoid the end of a fantasy. Alice rel axes and drops her garnent a

little. She has heard this so often fromvid and Yox consuners. C ash of expectations.
Slave to sex-killing culture.

"There | was, seeing you, thinking perhaps here was a worman, if | net her
in person, if the situation was right, | could fall in love. And these men were

havi ng you, thoroughly and enthusiastically. |I knew you deserved better."
"You, for instance," Alice says.

"You made wrong deci sions, obviously. Wen you were young and didn't
know any better. | nean, you could have gone far, w th your |ooks, your
voice... Al these nmen, if they just funbled all over you..."

H s voice sounds distant, strained. He needs to forget this and rel ax. Some
men get addi cted, obsessive, wallow ng in unreal flesh.

"It's an art and it's a kind of work I enjoy," she says. "I enjoy maki ng people
feel good and |I've never been mistreated." That is not true, strictly. "It's a
prof essi onal rel ationship, always, but | feel nore for sone of ny partners. That's
just the way it is."

"Were any of themyour lovers? In life, | mean?"
"I separate ny work, nmy art, fromny life."
"Which is it, work or art?"

She sits on the bed again, reaches for his hand. "You have ne in the flesh
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He pulls his hand back. "I'm being stupid, but the fantasy of it all disturbs
me, " he says.

"Maybe | shoul d cone back later, after you've rel axed."
"Even if there were tinme, 1'd never see you again. No."
The word hangs. And then

"No. That's not right either."

Finally he noves forward and takes her by the shoul ders, bends her back

on the bed, pushes her knees apart. He is tumescent enough, though not strong
and insistent. Slowy he noves and builds. The blur and shadow oscill ates

above her and she suspects he is not even |ooking at her, he is wasting this
monent on a straightforward coupling with little grace or consideration. That's
all he can do.

"Watch ne," he says. She | ooks up at the shadow. "No," he says. "Down
here." She | ooks down between them The fanmiliarity of the join, the bodies
enneshed, of no great significance for her. "Watch when it happens,” he insists.

So concerned where it goes what we do with it. We eject it and brewit in tea
aj % wards. We spread it on cupcakes. W save it in little bottles and | augh over it

with our friends: "So nuch effort, so little product!”™ W wipe it up with napkins and
di spose of them | do not care about this part of you, or about your pleasure. You've done
nothing to earn ny caring. You give me nothing to hang on to.

The thoughts burn. The male finishes with a few insignificant sounds, pulls
out and away, rolls over on his back. He does not even breathe hard. Mninm
effort, satisfaction hardly worth--

"You're just a wonan,
| care?"

he says. "You don't feel any different. Wy should

"I never asked you to care," she says. The burning in her mnd reninds her

of years |long past, of disproportionate feelings occupying very Little space in a
tightly bound head, when life was cataspace and anaspace i n unpredictable
alternation. The worst tines of her life.

"I do care,"” the male says. "Beauty like yours deserves that nuch. You
shoul dn't cheapen yourself by giving yourself to nmen who don't deserve you."
"It's alittle late for that," Alice says. "And | never give. | share.”

The mal e laughs with a sound |ike knuckl es on rough wood and throws up

his arnms, revealing snooth arnpits, a fewribs visible beneath the soft white
skin. "Sonmeone with your beauty could work her way high in any society.

Every woman mekes consci ous decisions.., where to spend her life, who to
associate with."

"Some wonman threw you over and gave herself to a shink bastard? That's
what this is all about?"

"I"'ve led a very calmlife, actually. | |ike wonmen but | worry they don't

know how to live their lives. A woman judges and wei ghs her every | over,

whet her he can satisfy, what his social standing is, how aggressive, how strong.
That's what we're taught."
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"But sone wonen choose the wong nen all their lives, not just when

they're young. When the time cones for a man to nmake his choice, the best

men pass these wonmen by . . . They're tainted. They don't feed a nman's sel f-respect.
I mean, they go to bed with fools and bastards. Were's the prize in

them know ng that?"

The spike is white-hot now Alice wants out. "You need to be ny protector,”

she says with forced hunor.

"Maybe, " the man says, and chuckl es agai n.

"You want ne to choose nen you approve of. You want to share me with

your buddies. That's really generous." Hand ne over to your cronies, co/leagues,

and business partners, nenbers of your tribe, for the next round. Maybe your bosses or
superiors, for alittle clan elevation. You son of a bitch

Suddenly, his pattern clicks. She's studied mal e psychol ogy enough to see

the sinple, bold conflicts in this shaded, hidden nman. Rai sed pious New Federali st,
son of the Moral Surge, whose God is power and weal th and stylish

I'iving, whose insides churn with repressed fascination with the basic functions,

the kind of man who |ikes wonen who | augh nervously when soneone says

pee- pee. Puppy of the tw sted social order

Alice stands. "I need to clean up."
The man rises on one elbow. "Do you wipe it off... O do you just flush
it?"

"I don't worship it, if that's what you nean."

"So much effort, so little result,” he nurnurs.

Alice flinches. Her thought in his nouth.

"Restart, reboot, inprove our lot. | thought we'd never get anywhere w t hout
that." He is babbling. She cannot see his expression but his voice is taut

and the next words are spoken with a painful edge. "It's done. No one can

help me, | certainly can't help nyself. Mea cul pa, Alice. Mea maxi ma cul pa. You
are the lanb. Everybody |like you has to suffer. | apologize for all that's going
to happen. | suppose it has to, but I wish | understood.”

Alice blinks rapidly, genuinely frightened. She steps back three paces, nunbl es
sone excuse, and lets a few blinking lights along the floor guide her to

t he bat hr oom

In the bathroom she |ocks the door and cleans herself, sits on the toilet,
relieves the painful nervous pressure, w shes she could piss out the entire evening.
The bidet warmy rinses her and applies a subtle florid perfunme that she

does not like. Using a large plush charcoal gray towel, she stands and w pes
hersel f again and again until her thighs and | abia are pink

The toil et says, "Excuse ne, but you show signs of an infection of unknown
character, perhaps centered in your nasal passages or bronchial tubes. You
shoul d refer to your physician for nore detailed tests."

Alice stares at the toilet's hard snail curl, the marble pallor, its |ips an ova
of observant surprise. "Wat?" she asks, stunned.
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The toilet repeats this appraisal of her discharged fluids.
"Maybe it's him" she says.
"Anal ysis is of your urine."

She has never heard such words froma toilet. Al diseases are known, nearly
all easily treatable, nmutations predicted, ranked and eval uated worl dw de
wi thin days, tailored nonitors and phage hunters sent after mcrobial intruders..

She has never in her life been infected by a venereal disease, or any other.

"That's stupid," she tells the toilet. She waps herself in her garment and
opens the door.

"Thank you,
shut .

the mal e says fromthe bed. He has put on a robe and tied it

She | ooks |l ongingly down the hallway and beyond the prints of men forcing
treaties on their defeated and dejected inferiors.

"Please listen to ne," he says. "You'll have to | eave soon. | have anot her
appointnent in a fewmnutes.” He pulls up the sleeve of his robe. "They have
along plan. I'ma part of it. Watching our belly buttons until all the rabble
pass away and we take our rightful place. It's very secret. You're so beautiful
and so unlike my wife. It was a pleasure to neet you. | don't think it was

pl easant for you. You deserve better."

She takes one last ook at the blur, applies the |ast few seans of her garnent,
and crooks her lips into a spasnodic snile.

None of this neans anything. Let it end on a purely professional note. "You're
wel cone, " she says.

"I'1l credit the agency account as soon as you |l eave," the nmale says.
"You' ve already been billed," she says. It's a weak rejoi nder

In the hall beside the lift, she taps her foot inpatiently. The lift door opens
and she is surprised to encounter a powerful, stocky man and a tall, el egant

| ooki ng worman wi th mahogany skin, both Seattle PD. She nods to their greeting,
stands aside to let them pass, and then enters the lift. The wonman | ooks

over her shoulder at Alice, dark green eyes steady and appraising. Alice shudders.
The wonman's face is |ike a beautiful mask through which inperfections

are beginning to energe, meking her even nore striking. She's a transform-her
skin is too perfect and polished.

The door slides silently shut. Alice holds the steel rail with one hand, stares
at her manicured fingers, the winkled knuckles, the finely textured skin
stretched over the tendons on the back of her hand. She does not believe in
God, she is not pious, she believes in self-honesty, in seeing what is before
your eyes, but she has no idea what it is she has just seen, what she has just
experi enced.

And why the PD?

A buzzing between her ears, quiet inner conversation bel ow conprehension..
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The linb waits for her and the door opens. She flops into the warminterior

and shuts her eyes. Cows lowing in terror, knives being sharpened. She opens
her eyes with a little noan to escape the scouring sensation

"God damm it," she cries after the door has closed. "God damm you, Lisa!"

She funbles for her pad, pulls it fromits pouch, keys in her account codes.
The transaction has already been made. She is seventy-four thousand one hundred
and fifteen dollars and thirty-seven cents richer. Alittle short. The nunber
in the income colum flashes red, and then green; transfer confirned and

| ocked.

Al'i ce smoot hes her ragged breath and slowy pieces her cal mback together

"Hooker, or girlfriend?" Nussbaum asks in an undertone. Terence Crest's unit
is the largest in the building, which has four other tenants--

"They're not called hookers now, sir," Mary says. She has seen the woman's
face before, but can't place where.

"La da," Nussbaum says, and squares off to face the darkened entry, the
shi el ds and woodcarvi ngs and spears arranged in deadly bouquets. "So he invites
us up, pushes her out the door just before we arrive ..

A sound from down the hall, a heavy thunp.

"M. Crest?" Nussbaumcalls out. There is no answer. He | ooks with a noue

if professional disgust at Mary. "Terence Crest? Seattle PD. W tal ked earlier
Do you mind if we come in, sir?" To Mary he whispers, "Hard to tell whether
we're legally inside or not." He advances a couple of yards, sniffs the air, and
his eyes w den.

"Choy, call medicals." Then he is on the run, down the hall. Choy dials PD
reed center, which will connect to the private code of the building nmedica
arbeiters. There nay even be personal nedicals in this apartnent.

"Choy! Get in here!"

She pockets her pad and runs to join Nussbaum He is in a bedroomon the

east side of the building, a wi ndowl ess and shadowy room Nussbaum st oops
beside a man sprawl ed on the floor. The man is rigidly locked in a U back
and legs rising off the floor, shivering and twi tching. Now Mary smnells what
al armed Nussbaum the bitter neaty odor of a neurol ogical exciter. The man

r eeks.

She | eans over the nman, opposite Nussbaum who has sl apped an all - purpose
patch on the nman's wist. The patch can work many miracles before a nedica
team or arbeiter arrives, but not, she thinks, save soneone froma nassive
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She | ooks at his fce. It seens to be shaded, and even the darkness appears

bl urred.

"Shit!" Nussbaum sweeps his hands over the area where the man's features

must be. He scrubs vigorously. Slowy, in surreal wipes, as if painted with a
magi ¢ brush, the face reappears.

Use of optical nmakeup is illegal in public, but Mary is not sure about its

use in private. She has only seen it used once before, years ago, in LA

"I's this Crest?" she asks.

Nussbaum says, "I think so,"” and then a nedical arbeiter rushes into the

room fromthe hall and pushes her aside. Nussbaum stands and backs away.

"It snells |Iike hyper-caffor ATPlus," he says. The arbeiter ignores him throws
out its web of tubes and leads. The air fills with the snells of alcohol, yeasty
nmedi cal nano, a caranel odor.

"Why agree to neet with us if he's going to do this? Does he want xvitnesses?"
Nussbaum asks.

They stand aside and wait for backup PD and nore nedicals. The arbeiter

belongs to the apt or to the building. Mary scans the bedroom qui ckly, sees a

glimering above the bed. It is a sinple still vid. Words float in brilliant
bl ue.
Mea nmaxima culpa. | alone of ny fam|ly amresponsible. And there is nothing

can do to take it hack.

Nussbaum st ands besi de her and reads the nessage. Mary has al ready set

her pad to record the bedroom the body, the nessage, in greater detail. Nussbaum
hol ds up his pad as well.

"What's that about? Quilty about financing a bad psynthe shop?"

Mary shakes her head; she does not know. But her instincts are aroused.

Somet hing is very w ong.
"The girlfriend or hooker,"'
tenp agency lino."

Mary is already querying for linmbs in the vicinity. In seconds, with the
sucki ng and hi ssing sounds of the reed getting |ouder and nore desperate
behind them she reads the pad display. All linps within a ten-block radius
are carrying identified nale passengers--ail but one. And that linmo refuses to
identify w thout court order.

That is the one, Mary knows instinctively: an expensive, agency-brokered
call-in.

Nussbaum shudders. "Christ," he shouts at the ned. "Leave the poor bastard

al one! He's dead!"

"I can't confirmthat by nyself, sir,
the hall.

Human par anmedi cs rush through the hall and look left, then right, into the

Nussbaum says. "The lino in the garage--a

the arbeiter responds. Mary heads for
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as they run past her. Their own arbeiters are equally aggressive; the tracks and wheels grate and

squeal against the floor

Nussbaum joins her in the nmiddle roombefore the lift. "There's a broken

tab from an anpoul e of hyper-caff beside his hand,” Nussbaum says. "I can't
find the anpoule but it's either under himor it's rolled sonmewhere."

"What was his connection to the psynthe deat hs?" Mary asks.

"He had investments in an entertainment group enploying p. synthes. He

knew t he two nen the nmanager had | oaned the house to, as forner business
partners. It was a long shot, but | thought maybe he could tell us sonething
about them Doesn't seemright that he would just kill hinself. Maybe it's
coi nci dence. "

"Wth a projected confession?" Mary asks. "And why wear optical makeup?"

"He didn't want the hooker to ID him" Nussbaum hol ds his hands out,

baf f1 ed.

The chief attending physician finds themby the Iift. She strips away her
skin-tight gl oves and shakes her head. "Unrecoverable," she says. "It's uncut
hyper-caff, about ten mlligranms.” She holds up the anpoule. "lInjected into
his left wist. He's wiped his nenory and any chance of restarting neura
activity. His body's still going, but just barely."

Hyper-caff is the strongest jolt of all, ten thousand tinmes nore potent than
caffeine. Usually doses are no higher than a tenth of a microgram A few

m crograns can turn a dullard into a chess naster--but at a price of weeks in
bed. Sone high-level managers indulge in it for critical conpetitive planning
sessions, then take |long vacations in stress-free clines.

"Was he a corp nanager?" the doctor asks.

i

"Even better than that," Nussbaum says. "He's fanobus. A multi-llionaire."
"And we scared hin?" Mary asks, di snayed.

Nussbaum pi nches his nose and shuts his eyes. "Wy even agree to talk to
us? Too easy."

The physician listens intently. Nussbaum gives her a di sapproving gl are.
"Haven't you got work to do?"

She sniles sweetly. "He's dead," she says. "It's nore interesting out here.”
"Any chance this is homicide?" Nussbaum grunbl es.

"Sormeone coul d have forced the drug on him but it takes effect in seconds,
and in that close, it kills in a couple of minutes."

"We'll need her, then," Nussbaum says to Mary. "Material wtness."

"Right," Mary says. She enters the |ift. As the light gl ows, Nussbaum gives
her a thunbs-up, and the door cl oses.
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WARNI NG

The text you have repeatedly accessed is from an | NDEPENDENT

source and is probably not a bestseller! Your friends nay not
recogni ze this work! Wuld you like a list of substitute texts AT A
SPECI AL DI SCOUNT wi th guaranteed H GH PROMOTI ON and

| NSTANT RECOGNI TI ON AMONG FRI ENDS? ( Y/ N)

ESC

14

At seven-fifteen, Jack G ffey has been standing on the corner of Constitution

and Divinity for twenty mnutes. He claps his hands together to keep them

warm he is not wearing gloves, and his coat is light, the night is cold, and

the wind is rising. At fifty, he feels too old for this sort of thing, but he wll
gi ve Yvonne until seven-thirty.

He doesn't even know her |ast nane.

A few percentage points difference in the genone; the best |aid plans of
men and nonkeys gang aft very a-gley.

He | ooks south and then west, up the nearly enpty streets. The students

have retreated to their hostels for the evening, or to the relative safety of the
nmount ai n | odges for tomorrow s skiing. A snowstormis on the way. Skiing

and hunting keep the republic alive today; those, and paper for fine books.

The last mining and tinmber harvesting petered out about ten years ago, |eaving
much of Green |Idaho a barren, scarred wastel and

G ffey tracks back to the idea of book paper. It nags at him He renmenbers

the I ast nass nmarket books when he was a boy, paperbacks they were call ed,

for sale in public bookstores. He has a small box of old books in his attic back
in Montana, in the small house he bought three years ago; they bel onged to

his mother and father, and were given to himby the federal agents who cl eaned
up the ness.

Funny, though; he can't renenber actually reading any of those books.
"Jack!"

He's caught by surprise and spins around. Yvonne is wal king quickly al ong
Divinity, a nmockfur collar on her |ong black coat blow ng up through her hair
and around her ears. She |ooks as if a dark halo surrounds her head.

"Sorry I"'mlate. Bill needed sone stuff shipped up to the nmills and | had
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"I thought we'd eat at the Briar, up on Peace Street," G ffey says. Yvonne

nods briskly; her face is flushed with the cold. She is very pretty and she | ooks
very young. Sonething goes a little acid in the pit of his stomach, thinking

of hangi ng around wi th someone so young. He hopes she can keep up her end

of the conversation. He may be thinking of her body, but his own body has

not yet made up its mnd about this whole thing, and he'll need a little
intellectual diversion in the neantine.

Truth is, he's irritated to be kept waiting. If she only knew who it was she
was keeping out in the cold, and what he was planning to do..
She takes his armand actually snuggles in close, as innocent and friendly

as you pl ease. She's caught that little abruptness in his tone, he thinks, and is
maki ng anends.

"The Briar is nice," she says, "but there's another place about three bl ocks
fromhere called Blakely's. It's nore established and the food is better, and it
doesn't cost any nore. Besides, it's got nore atnosphere.”

"Al'l right," he says. "Let's go there."

Bl akely's is small and nock-rustic, but at least there are no stuffed deer

heads on the walls. An ornate sign near the bar asks that all citizens turn over
firearns to the barkeep. It's meant to be funny. Jack is carrying a gun now

but he usually doesn't wear firearns, even in Geen ldaho; if sonebody is going
to shoot you, nodern weapons are so snart and extreme that you have to plan
hours in advance to get a drop on your killers. Mght as well let justice take

t hem down, because you won't.

Yvonne catches the waiter's eye and | ooks at Jack as if he might like to

handl e getting the table, but that's okay. Jack lets her do it, and when they

e

sit, he orders a bourbon and water and she asks for a beer

Then she | ooks himstraight in the eye, very serious, and asks, "Wuat in

hell have | got to say that you'd find amusi ng?"

Gffey snorts and takes a sip fromthe glass of water. Then he | aughs. "Christ,
Yvonne, | haven't even got my gane plan in order, and you want straight
answers. "

Yvonne watches with darting eyes as the waiter drops off their drinks. After
the waiter | eaves, she says, "You' re here because you want to take nme sonepl ace
and screw ny brains out, don't you?"

G ffey gapes, then laughs again, a genuinely appreciative guffaw And

thought this might be a bore. "Aman's nmind is an open book to a pretty woman, "
he says. "I will not deny some parts of my anatomy | ook upon you with favor.™
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Then he draws hinmself up in the chair. "I'mflattered you even think | could--"
"The hell you say. You're no grandpa, Jack, and I'mno little girl |ooking
for the cozy i mage of her daddy."
"Good," G ffey nanages.
"I would like to talk, though. | need your opinion on sone things. | think

there's a chance you're nore than half-smart. You m ght even know a thing
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"All right," Gffey says. "Shoot." He plays with the glass of bourbon but does
not drink fromit right away. He certainly does not want to | ook |like a |ush

"Am | wasting ny time? Wth nmy boyfriend, | mean, and doing all this
meni al shit?"

"You could do better."
"You nean, in the sex lottery, I'mnot playing all ny nunbers?"

Yvonne is very intense and Jack is dismayed he can so conpletely nisjudge
a person. On the other hand, he's delighted. Warm bed with young flesh seens
out of the question, but the evening's going to be a hoot.

"I think you'd better explain this sex lottery thing to nme."

"You know. Evol ution and wonen, and how we're supposed to choose supportive
men who'll stick around to rai se our youngsters so we can pass our

genes al ong. Because you can go out and get a hundred wonen knocked up

but we only have a few chances to spread our genes around. The whol e Darw n
thing."

The waiter brings their appetizers and Yvonne renoves her coat and hands
it to him sonething she m ght have done earlier. But if Gffey had reacted
badly or said nothing at all to this opening salvo, she m ght have just stal ked

out of the Blakely and gone hone.
He's still in the gane.

"Last | heard," he says, "Darwin was sort of on the outs. But | only know
what | read.”

"I've been with ny boyfriend for six years. He's spent half that time up in

t he woods wor ki ng, or |ooking for supplies and work. That's what foragers do,

| accept that. But | feel stretched and dried |ike a noose skin. |Is that just ne,
acting stupid?"

"Sounds faithful, as if you're a pretty good person,"
it. He wishes his wonmen had been so steadfast.

G ffey says, and neans

Yvonne slugs back a third of her beer. Gffey takes his first sip of the
bourbon. It's not the best. "I do not understand all this," she says. "If | were
in Southcoast, with my skills and education, |1'd be disaffected... The only

work | could get would be in sex or maybe entertai nment. You know. The

Yox. That's a bad word around here." Her face goes slack, and she | ooks away,

across the room at nothing. "You know what | found out |ast week?"
G ffey believes he is about to | earn.

"Up in the work cabins, up in Paul Bunyan |and, they have Yox satlinks.

They pay a third of their salary and at night, they just wallowin it. |'ve never
even seen a Yox--not for nore than an hour, | mean, and that was just a
karaoke sitcom But this other stuff... Is that being unfaithful?"

"Men have their urges," Gffey says. He's beconing a little enbarrassed.
"You could be happy he isn't calling in."

"Maybe, " she says, and | eans back. She's wearing a knit top with a glittering
silver and cl earstone neckl ace, and he was right about her breasts--wonmanly
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thinks, but her face is nice, even as she chews on a fingernail and | ooks away
with her eyes noist. She is really mad.
She | eans forward, country earnest. "You know what sone of the counsel ors
told us in school? The girls? They're not even supposed to believe this evolution
stuff. It's in the state constitution, don't teach it as fact, don't want to upset
the pious folks. But they used it to keep us in our places. They said, 'Good
men want their wonmen choosy, and able to control thenselves. You give in to
desire, which is mghty strong,' they allow that nmuch, 'you give in to having
sex just because it sounds like fun, you'll end up with a | ower grade of nale,
a shi £tl ess sort feeding on the nuddy bottomlike a catfish who will |eave you
soon as buy a new hat. Because hi gh-grade nen who'll stay £aithful and help
you raise your kids, they're sensitive types, and they want a wonan who only
gives herself to quality.'"
Gffey can't help but |augh out |oud. Yvonne's eyes tw nkle as she says this but
her face is still angry. The waiter cones back and asks what they want to eat.
"Get the pike," Yvonne suggests. "It's flown in, but it's good."
G ffey orders the wall eye special. She doubles on that.
"I was raised that way. That's what | believe in ny heart. And now ny Bil
is up there with his buddies and they're doi ng karaoke orgies with wonen in
I ndia or who knows the hell where. Well, sonmetimes it's too nuch."
"I don't put nuch faith in what people say about |ove," Gffey says. "No
body knows what they're tal king about."
"You're saying we should just listen to what's inside us. But what if we're
all wong inside?"
Gffey thinks the topic is getting a little stale. "I'"'mno wise man and | can't
tell you what to do," he says. "You have to live your own life."
° "I"'mtalking to you," Yvonne says coolly. "You

you

to

ne

sai d

want ed

hear
talk to you."
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"I get alittle enmbarrassed when sonmeone just.., spills their heart out

on ne."

"l tend to be up front. Bill always says so. Lately, though, |'ve been asking
nmysel f sonme serious questions. About Bill, about what | want, about what ny
dad wanted noving us here. |'ve been thinking about going to the Corridor

or Southcoast. Getting some real work, through a tenp agency. Taking sone
trai ning and maybe even getting therapy to hone ny personality."”
"That's all a crock," G ffey says.
"Did you ever try it?" Yvonne asks.
"Don't need to eat the whole hog to know it's spoiled."
Yvonne | aughs, then puts on her thoughtful |ook, and her eyes squint down
as if the Blakely's dimlight is still too bright. "I deserve better," she says.
"Bill is a dead end. |'msmarter than he is and | don't care what other nen
thi nk about nme or howl'mgoing to lead ny life. My dad was wong. All
these fol ks here--they're stupid. They don't want to dance in the big world
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Gffey can't argue with this. The outside world's a crock but G een |Idaho

is the scumon the bottom of the crock. "I suppose that sums it up," he
mur nurs, | ooking for the food.

"What happens to me if | |eave here?" Yvonne asks. "I don't know nuch

about the outside. Bill has his Yox, but we don't have any ribes or satlinks in
our apartnent. He says we can't afford them There's the library, but it's been
crowded |l ately--1ots of people researching getting out, | guess. And so nuch

stuff has been yanked out of there--banned this, banned that. Christ, the
catalog is like Swi ss cheese."

"I don't know anybody you'd want to talk to," Gffey says, "if that's what
you' re hoping. Yvonne, |I'mnot a nice nman and the people | know aren't nice,
either."

The waiter brings themtheir pike. It's drizzled in a wal nut sauce with a
faint hint of maple syrup and sone berries on the side. Gffey lifts his fork in
salute and takes a bite of the white flaky fish. "Not bad at all," he says.

"No, they do it real good here," Yvonne says. "Wat are you |ooking for?"

Gffey thinks this over and decides it would be polite to give some answer.
"Away to gully the hypocrites.”

"I don't understand," Yvonne says.

"Honey, like | said, I"'mnot nice and what's bottled up inside ne isn't nice
either. | just don't believe in | eaving well enough alone. There are sone things
I'"d like to do, but | don't tell themto others."

Yvonne regards himw th that sanme appraising stare she used in the Bull pen

She is jotting up her biological pluses and m nuses. She likes this bit of confession
it ties in with her need for rootlessness right now. She's deciding her

next step. G ffey |ooks down at the table. He doesn't like the way an attractive
worman--one with any features in her favor--must speck out a sexual situation

with some sort of internal cal culator, how she has to wei gh and bal ance and

draw deep concl usions. He has nmet very few wonen without this trait, this -

set of skills. It's sort of an insult, and it's one of the things that sets wonen
apart fromnen in his book. Men are nore |ike puppies--sloppy and sonetines

cruel puppies, but right up front with their needs.

Her counsel ors would be proud of her. She's |ooking sbr sone sort of quality. But if
she chooses ne--she's got it all wong.

Yvonne's expression changes. She's nade her decision, but he can't tell what
it is. She spears a bite of walleye and lifts it, deftly swings the fork, pokes it
into her mouth. "This fish is real good tonight," she says.

"It is," he agrees.

?*
TRI BUTARY FEED

LI TVID NOTE: The 1994 film Aerosol you have just seen reveals nuch about the
time. In the late twentieth, a VIRUS*a4622ais an insidious and incurable presence,
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tion carried hundreds of types of these tiny genetic hitchhikers. Children caught CH CKEN
POX$a46*89a, a non-lethal but highly irritating nmalady that could recur

later in life as the painful SH NGLESS% Many adults as well as children sprouted

sores on |lips or noist tissues caused by a herpetic axon creeper, sinplex or zoster; blood-to-
bl ood or senen contact carried the dreaded Al DS*12477392 vi rus,

whi ch spawned the oscillating sexual conservatismof early twenty-one. Viruses

shaped and distorted social attitudes about nearly everything and everybody..

The transformation of the word "virus" during early twenty-one is a marvel

Today, a virus is no longer virulent, but omipresent--one of the little servants of

a larger, nore intelligent nature. Viruses in human nedicine are a tenplate or

tool of major nedical treatnment. Children proudly say they have a tailored virus that wll
gradual |y renove genetic mistakes; viruses are used in nano transfornations,

and extended viruses or phage hunters police our tissues, killing the bacteriol ogica

di seases which have proven to be far nore insidious and persistent,

t hough not unbeat abl e.

(lronically, it was discovered in 2023 that bacteria are responsible for the production
of many viruses, which they use to target opposing bacterial popul ations

or to weaken prey hosts.., a kind of mcrobiological super-warfare that still fascinates
students of evolution and transspecies culture.)

Also in the late twentieth, with the advent of popul ar conputers, dataflow evol vons

wer e unl eashed by pasty, sweating young intellectuals as a kind of gane,

and were called viruses. They were quickly and efficiently countered, though

several such outbreaks caused severe econom ¢ disruption

One proninent conputer HACKER 5" or CRACKER*2a" was ki dnapped from

Los Angeles in 2006 and renoved to Singapore, where the death penalty was

i nposed and carried out, after extensive torture..

Jonathan sits in the autobus, chin in hand, a little darked by the conversation
(or lack of such) with Chloe. There are days when he wonders where their
marriage i s headed, other days when he accepts the changes with a pragmatic

air that could al nost be called happi ness; but tonight, he feels the institution
stretching to confine him

That, and he hates having to shout at his children. They evoke such prima
reactions--love w thout boundaries, helpless pain at their own pains, and then
whenever he senses Hiram acting beneath his abilities, a flare of fear for his
son, fear that he will end up disaffected and usel ess, a broken and breaki ng
failure. He knows he should lighten up, that Hramis sharp and capabl e and
will grow out of these awkward dol drums, but the fear remains. Chloe hates

his voi ce when he shouts... But he is the father, and if he does not hing,
contributes nothing, what will happen?
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i s surrounded by sone unseen distant place, tel epresenting. She holds her arns
out and makes small conversational gestures, silent, though her |ips nove.

He | ooks away. Lack of contact; disenbodi ed presence. He likes none of it.
Chl oe does not understand, but Jonathan wants nore touch, nore contact, in
his life and work, not |ess.

The city lights hanging over the old asphalt side streets leading to St. Mark's
Cathedral reflect in the windows and illunmi nate the faces of his fell ow passengers.
Jonathan's mind flips through the famliar catal og of the highlights of

his relationship with Chloe. Her youthful beauty, her vigorous enthusiasm as

they sneak through the rituals of both their fanilies to make |ove in bathroons,
hal | ways, in the backs of enpty autobuses, in graveyards on sumrer evenings;

their nutual maturation and nutual astonishment that, in fact, they would

survive past the age of thirty, despite entangl enents w th conpl ex intoxicants

and all the other pitfalls of their generation; the one hiatus in their life together
(that he knows about, he thinks with a sudden sourness), before they were

married, when a nan (four years older! A veritable ancient of thirty-seven)

charned Chloe into an abortive affair that left her desperate to secure her
relationship with Jonathan

And then narriage. The arrival of the children; Chloe's acquiescence in the
face of nmotherhood and contenporary fashion to forego career and concentrate
on the infants, each confortably born ex utero, as the wonmen in even the nost
conservative fanmlies were demanding at the time. Her first flush of materna
instinct treatments, to which she overreacts, turning her into a protective
tigress who hardly | ets Jonathan touch Penel ope; the traumatic adjustnents

to a second child, all of which they survive, and their narriage survives, and
t hroughout which their interest in each other continues virtually unabated.

Jonat han adores her; perhaps because of their initial troubles, he thinks
Chl oe is the nost desirable wonan on Earth.

But in the |ast few years, Chloe has gone internal. Jonathan can't point to

any particular behavior, but to a sum of behaviors and attitudes vhich can just

as easily be described as ne/lowing or comng of age, finally or the inevitable settling
down of the passions, or just as easily, she's lost interest.

H s reflection stares back at himfromthe autobus wi ndow, a thin face,
forehead hi gh, black hair receding nicely, accenting his small narrow nose and
deepset bl ack eyes and his |ips which, he thinks, are still boyish and do not
Il ook at all resolute. He does not think he has changed or aged so drastically
that he is no longer attractive, but hejels that way. He often wonders whet her
transformsurgery--mld, of course; his social station and enpl oyers would
tolerate nothing nore--could rekindle Chloe's interest, or whether they should
step into even nore experinmental territory and encourage each other to take
occasi onal s. Many do, particularly anong the class of wonen who have given

up careers.

The autobus slows and his seat vibrates faintly to let himknowthis is his
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rush of wind. Thick clouds blow over the tall steeple and the roofs of nearby
mansi ons and nultis.

The nearest tower is three nmiles south and west, across the 5; he can see it
through rifts in the cloud deck fromwhere he stands, its flanks glowing wth
faint blue lines and red marker sheets like square eyes in the darkness.

Hi s overcoat blows around his |l egs as he wal ks up a concrete ranp to the

mai n entrance. St. Mark's has not been renovated since the late twentieth and
is looking alittle dark, a little old, though still dignified and of course traditional
just the place for the Stoics to have their nmonthly meetings. A

terribly dull and advant ageous, head to head, and he sel dom | ooks forward to

t hem

Chl oe seens even nore stiff on such evenings; perhaps she secretly nurses
resentment, inagines herself in the feed, riding the current of business, part
of the great river of Corridor comerce... Wiich is of course a | augh. Jonathan
hasn't been awarded significant advancenent in years. The economic

squal | of 2049 has frozen nobst | obe-sods, even managenment, at status reval ue
ever since.

I nside the cl oakroom he hands his overcoat to a church daughter, graying

and round-faced and sniling, and strolls with hands in pockets into the nave.
The tall stained glass windows gl ow with phosphorescence painted on the outer
surfaces, a cool night-ocean light that is strangely soothing. Jonathan wal ks
down the aisle toward the center, a large gray granite baptismal font on a stone
pedest al

The arns of the transept lead off into gloom enpty of conversing Stoics,

who gather at the center, in the aisles and near the font. He sees a few he
knows, some fresh-faced recruits a decade younger than he, and then the gray

pate of Marcus Reilly, his sponsor

Mar cus sel dom has much to say to Jonathan these days; his interests are not
in Jonathan's line of work, which is nutritional design and supply. Marcus--Jonathan
tries to remenber--is increasing his already inpressive holdings in

cold ore extraction in Uah and squeezing a few |last tons of paydirt out of
Green | daho.

But Marcus spots himin the aisle, holds up his hand, smles brightly. He's
going to end this present conversation gracefully, his gestures say, and join
Jonathan in a few noments.

Jonat han stands with hands fol ded. Marcus is one of the few nmen of his
acquai nt ance who can nmake hi msweat, and al so make himwait w th hands

f ol ded.

"Jonat han! How are you?" Marcus asks expansively, creeping between the

pews and hol ding out his hand. They shake and Jonat han accepts the upward
curled fingers with the opposite of his own downward curl. Marcus tugs on

the join vigorously, smling. "How s Chl oe? The chil dren?"

"All well. And Beate?"
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spends all her time driving chemcal futures and screwi ng up the nmarket. But
she's having fun. And you, dear Jonathan--still frozen?"

Jonat han nods rueful ly. Marcus knows sonething inportant about everybody.
"No prospects for a thaw?"
"Not so far. Managers can't wite their own ticket any nore.”

"Don't | knowit. To tell the truth, Beate's the force in our credit bal ance
any nore. She drives nore weather into our account.., good weather, | nean.
Cal m seas. Makes her too independent, | think. Doesn't need nme any nore.

But that's changing. Can we talk after?"

"Sure." Jonathan says. There is always, in neetings between sponsor and

client, an air of informality and equality, belied by the stains under his arm
Mar cus coul d renove Jonat han fromany position in the Corridor in a few
mnutes, with a few sinple stabs on his pad... Patria potestas.

But Marcus has of course never done that. Perhaps it is Jonathan's own
insecurity that even makes himthink of the possibility. Wen sonmething is not
right at home, all the universe ti/ts.

But then, what is it that is not right at hone?

"Grand!" Marcus says. "Do you know anything about this fellow, Torino?"
"No, sir," Jonathan says.

"I hear it was Luke's idea to bring himin. Shake all of us up with sone
stimulating big-picture stuff.”

"Sounds interesting," Jonathan says. Chao Luke, tall and nonkish in his

formal black Stoic's robe, is arranging a podiumnear the central font. A snall

el fish-1ooking man in slacks and a sweater, very nineties, stands beside Chao,
calmy ineffectual. This nmust be Torino. And the lecture--he pulls up the

note on his pad cal endar--is about Autopoiesis and the Grand Schene. He | ooks
around the transept and nave. A nunber of nen are setting up equi prment near

the walls: banks of small projectors that will play out over the crowd, reflective
screens to catch large displays. Like npbst presentations before the Stoics, the
tech will be distinctly early twentieth--no plugs, no fibe hooks between pads,

all in the spirit of comunity, not datafl ow i mrersion

Chao takes the podium and asks the Stoics to sit. The nen and wonen

arrange thenselves in the pews before the podiumand the fount as Chao sniles
out over them "We'll bring the February neeting of the Stoics, Seattle chapter
to order now. "

Jonat han sits on the hard wood. Churches seemnot to believe in confort,

the perpetual strain of hardroot American asceticismwhich he does

not actually oppose, but which still |eaves himbuttsore by the end of these
nmeeti ngs.

He gl ances at Torino as the notes are read and notions proposed, seconded,
and voted upon. The speaker stares up at the donme. His face is childlike, head
small, hair dark and tousled. Torino. Torino.
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in scientific circles for his work in bacterial comunities. Jonathan does not
have tine to follow all these threads through the ribes, but he watches Torino
with nore interest. Wat is it like to be fanpbus--even a little fanous? To
have people want to listen to your words, to sit respectfully and await your

wi sdonf?

Agai n the suspicion of his own weakness and inferiority, like the little bite
of a spider tangled in his underwear. Jonathan w shes Chl oe woul d have shown
himnore warnth this evening, helped himface up to Marcus with self-assurance.
Now it is Torino's turn to speak. Chao introduces him-his full nane is

Jeronme Torino--and steps aside. The small nman grips the sides of the podium
with both hands, and the pickup adjusts to his stature |like a nmetal snake. He
clears his throat.

"I't's cold and wi ndy out there. Not good weather for public speaking."
Jonathan sniles politely, as do nobst of the Stoics around him Wak intro. He does not fee
positively toward this famous person who dresses so informally.

"Tonight | hope to pull aside sone curtains and dispel a few mnisconceptions
that haunt our culture, our philosophy, our politics,” Torino says. H's snmall
hands swing wide, as if enbracing the audi ence, the church. H's eyes are

bright and close together. Wth a beard he could be a little nonkey, Jonathan
t hi nks.

"“I'1l have the help of some.., what used to be called nmedia. Everything is
medi a nowadays, so that word is out of use, like saying 'heat' at the heart of
the sun. Because of your charter, |'ve been challenged to avoid the nore sop

histicated effects |I've been known to use to get ny points across." He clears

i s throat again.

Jonat han prepares to be bored. He shifts in his seat. The worman beside him

a discreet eighteen inches to his left, glances at him He feels |like a little boy
cautioned to keep still.

"We'll begin with words, words only. Imagine you're in a library and wal ki ng

t hrough stacks of books. Let's say you're in the Library of Congress, walking

in a pressure suit through the heliumfilled chanmbers, between niles of shelves,

just staring at the millions upon billions of publications, periodicals, books,
cubes...”
Jonat han hopes for a little visual interest soon. His mnd goes back to Chloe. | feel so weak

wi t hout her support. Wiy can't she support nme strongly, give ne her//
UNDI VI DED ATTENTION.///no, not that, but at |east |eave me J3eling she really
val ues ne.

"Every single one of those books begins, of course, with an act of sex. Are
you of fended by the ol d sexual words? Then use the euphem sns. Men and

wonen, getting together--"

Christ, is everything sex? Jonathan squirns again, and the woman | ooks at
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irritation that Jonathan is behaving like a little boy. But of course he is not;
he is imgining that she | ooks at himthat way.

He focuses on Torino. Yes, so it all begins in bed.

"--and exchanging ideas."

The neeting | aughs with sone relief. Torino smles at them

"Sex is often confused with reproduction. But bacteria engage in sex for the
sheer desperate necessary joy of it--sex is their visit to the conmunity library,
t he conmunal cookbook. They wiggle thensel ves through seas of recipes,

little circular bits of DNA called plasmnm ds. Wen they absorb a plasmd they
don't necessarily reproduce, but they still swap genetic material, and that's
what bacteriol ogists call sex. Unlike us, however, bacterial sex--this kind of
swap--can even occur between totally different kinds, what we once regarded

as different species. But there are no true species in bacteria. W know now
that bacteria are not grouped into species, as such, but evanescent conmunities
we call mcrogens, or even nore currently, ecobacters.

"The plasm ds contain hel pful hints on howto survive, how to nake this

or that new defense against an antibiotic, howto rise up as a conmunity agai nst
tail ored phages flooding in to eradicate.

"I'n the very beginning, for bacteria, this was sex. This was how sex began

as a visit to the great extended library. | call this data sex. No bacterium can
exi st for long without touching base with its colleagues, its peers. So how do
we differ fromthe bacteria?

"Not much. You cone to this group, you exchange greetings, arrange neetings,
soneti mes you exchange recipes. Sonetines we--and here | don't nean

the menbers of this club, necessarily--get together, conjugate, to exchange
genetic material, either in a pleasant social jest or joust with biology, or sonetines
in earnest, because it's really time to reproduce.

"Since the days of the bacteria, there are few higher organi sms who reproduce

wi t hout conjugal sex. This may be because we are far fewer than the

bacteria, who can afford to nmake many mllions of m stakes, and consequently

we are especially protective about the kinds of information that enter our

bodi es. W& have to check out our potential partners, see if we really want to
refer to their genetic library in creating our offspring--judging themby their
appearance and actions, and initiating in evolution the entire peacock panoply
of ritual and display.

"I'n the Library of Congress, every single book, every item began with an

act of reproductive sex, allowi ng the author to get born and eventually to wite
a book. That book now acts as a kind of plasnid, reaching into your mnd to
alter your nmenory, which is the con-tenplate--ny word: the tenplate, through
cognition, of behavior. The medi um of course is | anguage. Sex is |anguage,

and | anguage is sex, whatever formit takes. Changes in anatony and behavi or

are the ultimate results--and sonetines, coincidentally, reproduction.”

Jonat han wonders what in hell Chao was thinking, bringing this man in to
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the Corridor communities--rarely, about science or international affairs. This
is nuch too abstruse.

"So let's begin where sex began, with the bacteria. How do bacteria renenber?
Their behavior is fairly basic, individually."

The transept fills with a withing torrent of bacteria, just above their heads.
Jonat han does not expect this and junps, as does the woman on his left. They
smle sheepishly at each other. He tries to remenber her nane--Henrietta,
Rhetta, sonmething like that. She's involved in econom ¢ design. Jonathan congratul at es
hi msel f for having such a quick nmenory.

The torrent of bacteria, blue and green, settles into a gentle flow Individuals
touch, push thin tubes across to others, congregate, release plasm ds and a
vari ety of nolecules that alert each other to the environmental conditions
experienced by "Pickets," so the display marks them |ike soldiers foraging.
These nol ecul es, Torino explains, are the precursors to the neural transmtters
within the human brain .

"Bacteria have no home, no rest, and their individual existence is fleeting.

But they invest in a kind of comrunal nenory--not just the genetic pool of

a species, but the overall acquired know edge of the conmunity. Not unlike

our human communities. The result is rapid adaptation throughout the community
to threats--and magnani nously, as if bacteria recognize the inpor5

tance of the overall ecosystem-the clues and recipes spread to other types and
ot her m crogens.

"Only in the past hal f-century have we studied these m crogens, and deterni ned
all the ways they share experience. They are not that different from

hunmans, at | east as far as the nmathematics of networking is concerned. From

he very bottom to the very top, webbing or networking--autopoiesis--the

ehavi or of self-organizing systenms--shares many common characteristics.

So- -

"What makes us special ? Like the bacteria, as social animls, we engage in
communal sharing of information. We call it education, and the result is culture.
The shape of our society relies on spoken and witten | anguage, the

| anguage of signs, the next |evel of |anguage above the nol ecular. Some insert
anot her |evel between these two, that of instinctual behavior, but | believe
that's really just another kind of |anguage of signs.

"CQulture fromvery early times was as much a factor in human survival as

bi ol ogy, and today, culture has subsuned bi ol ogy. The | anguage of signs inherent
in science and mat hematics has co-opted the power of nol ecul ar | anguage.

We begin with nolecul es and nol ecul ar instructions, but now the

instructions feed back upon thensel ves, and we govern the nol ecul es.

"I'n nature, we're the first to do that--since the bacteria!"

Jonat han catches hinmself listening. There is nothing el se to do; he wonders

what Torino is really on about.

"For centuries, in trying to understand our own nature and behavior, we
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acteristics and study themin isolation, or to rank our characteristics in terns
of fundanental inportance. Nature or nurture--which is fundanmental ?" Torino
chuckl es. "Chicken or egg. Wich came first? Throw out the question

and the w ong-headed phil osophy behind it, and start again

"Today, in nmass education and LitVid--and especially in that cultural stew

call ed the Yox--these wong-headed assunptions still flourish, proving that

human know edge--1i ke human DNA--can be filled with usel ess, outnoded

garbage. W don't prune efficiently at either level, because we can never be
quite sure when we might need that so-called useless data, that usel ess guideline,
that outmoded way of thinking. In other words, neither our brains nor

our genes know the overall truth. W are always in the mddle of an experinent
whose limts we do not understand, and whose end results are conpletely

unknown. We carry our errors around with us as a kind of safety net, even

t hough they slow us down."

Jonathan feels a little hypnotized by the projected flow of mcrobes. Then
t hey vani sh.

"Now, let's leap to a larger view," Torino says. "W' |l dispose of another
error. Can we separate human activity, cultural or biological, frombacterial
action? Are we a higher-order phenonenon?"

The wonan next to Jonathan--Rhetta or Henrietta--nods. Jonathan thinks
they are about to be disabused of an illusion, and playing that gane for a
nmonent, shakes his head. Besides, he renenbers a little high school biology.

"Evolution is a kind of thought, a making of hypotheses to solve the probl ens

posed by a changi ng environnent. Bacteria operate as an i nmense comunity,

not so nuch evol vi ng as exchangi ng reci pes, both conpeting and

cooperating. We are conprised of alliances of cells that are nmade up of old

al l'iances between different sorts of bacteria. We are, in effect, colonies of colonies
of bacteria that have | earned many new tricks, including slavish cooperation

Does the brick house think itself superior to the grain of sand? O the

mountain to the pebbl e?”

The nave, this tine, fills with dancing di agrans and dranas of cellular

evolution, differentiation of kingdons, phyla, orders, all in rapid-fire. Jonathan
finds hinself intrigued by the creation of the first conplex, nucleated cell--a
huge factory in conparison to a bacterium Bacterial engines, fragnments, even
whol e bacteria, sublinmated and subordi nated, evolve over billions of years to

create this next stepping stone.

"We are now taking conplete charge of those processes once the domai n of

the bacteria, on a technological level. In a sense, nanotechnology is the theft
of ideas fromthe nolecular realm the cellular and bacterial domain, to power
our new cultural inperatives. Earth has beconme a gigantic, conplex, not yet

uni fied but promisingly fertile single cell.

"And now-we're back to sex again--it's tinme to nove outward and reproduce.
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of data fromother planetary cells. W are |like a single bacterium squirm ng

through a prinordial sea, hoping to find others like itself, or at least find recipes
and cl ues about what to do next."

Transept and nave fill with a loneliness of night, clouds of stars, all brilliant

and silent. Jonathan loses hinself for a nonent in the extraordinary inmage.

"W send out spaceshi ps between the planets, the stars, containing our own

little recipes, our own clues, |ike hopeful plasnmids. W have found other |iving
wor | ds, but none yet as conplex as Earth, not yet rising above the |evel of
mol ecul ar | anguage. W know there are billions of worlds out there, hundreds

of mllions simlar to Earth in our gal axy al one..

"We are patient.

"I'n the neantine, until we find that other comunity to which we nust
eventual |y adapt and bel ong, that |arger network of autopoiesis in which we
will becone a node, we |abor to inprove ourselves. W seek to Iift ourselves
by our bootstraps, so to speak, to new levels of efficiency and understandi ng.
"The inmperative for the datafiow culture is to remove old errors and inefficiencies-to
i nprove our information through continuing research, and to

i mprove our mnds through deeper education and therapy, to inprove our

physi cal health by renoving ourselves fromthe old cycles of predation and

di sease, no | onger capable of pruning the human tree. W hope to unite hunman

cultures so we will end our internal struggles, and work together for |arger
goal s. W engage in the equivalent of historical and political therapy.
"All separation is a convenient illusion, all conpetition is the churning of

the engi nes of sex. Qur social conventions give our culture shape, just as a cel
wal |l holds in the protoplasm but we are soon approaching a tinme when edu-

c
ation will overconme convention, when |ogic and know edge must replace rote

nd automati sm This century can be characterized as a tinme of conflicts between
old errors, old patterns of thinking, and new di scoveries about ourselves.

We have no big father in the sky, at least none that is willing to talk with us

on any consistent basis."

The wonan on Jonathan's left frowns and shakes her head. The Stoics tend

to shy away from Dei sm nuch | ess atheism Torino, to Jonathan's relief, seens

to be winding up his presentation

"But there is promise in what we have | earned so far--prom se that can be

shared between all cultures, in recognition that change and pluralismare essential
"If we all think alike, if we all become uniform and bland, we shrivel up

and die, and the great process shudders to an end. Uniformty is death, in
econom cs or in biology. Diversity within conmmunicati on and cooperation is

Iife. Everything your forebears, your ancestors, everything you have ever done,
wi Il have been for naught, if we ignore these basic bacterial |essons."

He nods and the projectors fall dark. The nave and transept return to shadowy
recesses. There is scattered polite applause. Torino may be fanmous, but he
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man, who stares a little owWishly at the small crowd, some of whom are al ready
standi ng and stret ching.

Behi nd Jonathan, a man in his sixties whose name he does not know- -but

whose face is famliar from past meetings--harrunphs and sniles slyly as he
shakes his head. "Science is the art of naking us think we're gerrs," he says. "My God, did
drive all the way from Tacoma to hear this kind of drivel?

hope Chao puts sonething nore substantial on the nenu next tinme."

Jonat han deci des agai nst approachi ng Torino and asking a few questions.

No sense standing out fromthe crowd before a nmeeting with Marcus.

But as he turns, Marcus is there beside him staring at himintently. "Not
bad,” he says to Jonathan. Jonathan snmiles and agrees, a little confused; he
woul d have thought the phil osophy of soneone |ike Torino would deeply

irritate Marcus Reilly.

Mar cus wal ks past Jonat han, down the aisle, and stands beside Torino, shaking
hi s hand and conversing. Torino seens relieved that soneone has |istened.

Jonat han arrives in time to hear Marcus say: "--and that's why | told Chao
toinvite you. W all need to be shaken up a little, brought up to date. Sonetines
the Stoics are a stuffy lot. You' ve thrown open a few of our w ndows.

Thank you, M. Torino."

"My pleasure," Torino says.

Chao smiles and nods. Jonathan w shes he had listened nore closely to what
Torino said. Totino's eyes neet Jonathan's. Jonathan can't think of anything

to say.
Marcus turns and seens surprised to find Jonathan beside him "There you
are," he says, and his grandfatherly face turns serious. "Have tine to tal k?"

"Yes," Jonat han says.

"Good. Let's get sone coffee at Thirteen Coins. W'Il take ny car. | hope

it's outside--it's been acting up lately.., getting a mind of its own, | fear."
Jonat han | aughs, and Marcus grins as they separate fromthe Stoics and | eave

t he bui | di ng.

Jonathan's mood is lifting; Marcus seens so positive. Maybe he's going to

of fer a change to Jonathan; that in turn might cheer Chloe, increase her respect
for him and her affection, as well.

Jonathan is startled to see a bright blue-green flash of |ightning through

the cl ouds above the cathedral. Then, fromthe south, an orange flash seens to
post an answer to the first. The wind freshens; it's getting warner.
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Yvonne has rmade up her mind but G pounds ey is not so sure what he intends, now
The dinner is over and they are on his third bourbon and her fourth beer, and
Yvonne has tal ked about her upbringing in Billings and the nove to Moscow.

G ffey has said nothing about his upbringing because that of all things is
nobody's business it is the root of all he is, particularly his anger. He feels no
need to show Yvonne any anger she is too young and obvious to hurt him

At any rate, the worman has deci ded she wants Gffey to make | ove to her

but has now wi thdrawn from giving any overt sign that this is so, waiting for
himto make the defining nove. Gffey dislikes this in wonmen, their retreat

or cowardice in the face of desire. Such a safe redoubt fromwhich to | ob shells
of ridicule should the situation come a-cropper.

But he has been very pleasant with her, playing the man's gane, subduing
his irritations not to drive her away as he waits for all the calculations of his
own desire to tot up to one or zero, go or no go.

He wat ches her face in the diffuse light fromthe |lantern hangi ng over their

heads, its little nmock flame flickering dull orange. Her skin is sweetly pale and

cl ear of blenishes, her nose is something he would like to sidle up against

with his own nose, her jawis a little heavy but her lips are very sweet, particularly
when she pauses and gi ves hi mher expectant | ook, those |ips parted,

smal | white teeth just inside.

Most of all it is a personal wager that those breasts are as lovely as he
suspects, and that though her legs are thin in the calves and her wai st too
waspi sh for his tastes, that the conjunction of inner thighs and nons, pieced
together, nmake a conely triskelion and she will not have nessed with her

pubi ¢ hair except perhaps to trimthe boundaries in case Bill takes her sw nmm ng
in the sumer (but now that grooning might be neglected). Al of this
is in the background as he asks for the check. He will pay. She does not object.

"I've been talking your ear off," she says as they walk to the door. Qutside,
on the street, they are side by side and the nonment has conme to shove off or
play the old game to the end. G ffey hopes his technique has not gotten feeble;
it's been over a year and a half since he |last played.

"Thank you for your conpany," he says. Then a pause. "I |ike the sound of

your voice," he says. "It's the prettiest 1've heard in a good while."
"Well, thank you, Jack."

They face each other. It is really dammed cold out here and the streetlights
cast | ong shadows where they stand. He can barely see her face and his own
face is starting to hurt. "You do a lot of things to ne, Yvonne."
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"Yes, well you listen nice and you're no grandpa."”

G ffey reaches out and strokes her arm The fur collar is rising with her hair

and making that dark halo again, and within, the center of a target, the ova

of her face. Her very pretty face. Hell, it was all a pretense. Al his doubts

were faking him He wants this woman and he even needs her because he is

afraid of going up against Owphalos in the next few days. There probably

isn't nmuch tine left. He can say farewell to the good food, the drinks, the

| andscapes and the skies; he can say farewell to the eyes and noses and breasts
and hi ps, too.

He doesn't give a damm about Bill who does not take care of this wonman
the way she wi shes and who is far away diddling hinself with his Yox buddies
and sonme karaoke curies in Thailand or I|ndia.

"You raise a powerful need," he says softly. "I'd like to nmake you think a
little better of at |east one man."

"Ch," she says. She's nervous now. The |last man she played this ganme with
was probably poor self-diddling Bill. "I don't dislike men, not at all. Don't
m stake ne. But you're special. You listen. |--"

She's starting with the words again. G ffey takes her armand pulls her
toward him gaugi ng by her automatic resistance to that pull the neasure of
how much nore persuasion she will need before she adnits she is conmitted.
Not nmuch. He zeroes into the pale oval within the halo and ki sses her

The kiss starts offgentle, and then she finally offers open |ips and her tongue.
He doesn't nuch |ike tongue kissing, but he plays that nove through, and

then up to the regions he is much nore fond of, her eyes and her nose. She
clings to himtightly, accepting this hungrily. No nore resistance, at |east as

long as they do only this, with their clothes on, in a public place.
"Let's go," G ffey says.
"Al right," Yvonne says.

"COver to ny apartnent,’
the street."

Gffey says. "It's too cold to get naked here on

"Yeah," Yvonne says. She chuckl es--not a giggle, but a genuine, alnpst
mascul i ne chuckle, and that's fine.

She's added it all up and her answer is one.

TRI BUTARY FEED

LitVvid Search Ful fill ment (Backdata: FREE by bequest of the author): Text columm
of Alexis de Tocqueville Il (pseudonym ?-) March 25 2049

The growi ng disaffected in Anerica nerit our concern. How do we descri be

t hem succinctly? Di scouraged, cut |oose fromthe cultures for which their intell ect
and character destine them those cultures of spiritual conservatism and

Bucktail bigotry which have been shown again and again to be politically incapa-
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economy. Their refusal to take advantage of educational opportunities, which

they regard as corrupting, |leaves themlittle to do but join the om nous nunbers
on the New Dole. Here, they sit with their famlies | ocked into specially tail ored
and highly "noral" Yox feeds, funneling their few resources into an obsequi ous
entertai nnent industry that has ever believed "a hundred mllion people cannot

be wong." Here they relive the glory days of elitismand bigotry, or golden
dreans of blue-collar solidarity and domi nance. They hand their hearts and

m nds over to demagogues |ike spoiled children. They are a dead people, but

still dangerous.

Alice orders the linb to let her out three bl ocks bet?bre her honme. She is
suffocating in the artificial |avishness of the linp cabin. Her eyes fill with tears.
She feels insulted and abused and, for the first time in many long years, soiled.

Fl ashes of hatred mingle with jagged, unhappy nmenories and a | ong-qui et

sense of shane.

She wal ks al ong the deserted street, following the glowing lines in the

wal kway and the curb. A warmer wind is cutting between the buildings and

the few houses, and brilliant, scary flashes of lightning play silently above the
cl ouds.

She does not want to be protected. She feels the power of the wind and the

ecl ouds,
thrills alittle at the
and bl ue efful gences, begins to reassenble

or ange
her pride and her arnor.

But at the front door, there are tears in her eyes again. She shivers at the

t hought of the faceless man trying to pry her | oose fromher protections, like
a cruel beachconber working at a linpet. "Wiy does he want to know anythi ng
about me?" she nutters. "Wat a creep, Wat a nonster."”

She spends thirty minutes in the shower, alternating between sonic mcro-spray
and steady stream She feels as if she should scrub off all her skin and

grow it new and clean. She feels between her legs briefly, w shing she could
shed all her insides, everything the faceless nonster's flesh and senen touched.
She has never felt this way about a man before, and in a far recess of her self,
she worries about the frightening strength of her revul sion

It's only sex and it u,as only once and he got nothing special,' he didn't even ask for
anything special. He didn't care. He wanted to ask questi ons.

Alice feels the sparks of anger ide, danped by exhaustion. Al she wants
nowis to crawl into bed and sleep, straight sleep, without the pre-dreamchild
vid she often uses, just sinple sleep

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (119 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:11 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

SLANT 109

And then she sees that dreadful facel essness again. Her breath qui ckens and
she noans. She gets out of bed and walks in her thin silk robe into the living
room the spare and unadorned pl ace where she sel dom spends nuch tine.

Ri ght now she wi shes she had artwork all over the walls, a pet or a friend to
talk to; all of her friends, until now, it seems, need her nore than she needs
t hem

She has a few articles on a shelf that give her sone confort: a ceram ¢ poodl e,
pi nk and ridicul ous, that bel onged to her grandnother; an antique folding

razor her father gave to her when he first |earned she was going on call-ins as
a teenager ("to protect yourself," he said, "because the only thing that hurts
wor se than knowi ng what you're doing is the thought of |osing you altogether'")
that she had never carried on her person; a mniature plastic spray of

flowers; a picture of her parents and brother. She has not thought of her brother
in months. She picks up the picture and stares at it.

Carl is eleven years old in the picture and she is nine. Carl did not know
what to think of his sister. He was straight-arrow, knightly. He signed up
with the Marines to go to the Mon as part of a settlement effort and died in

a pressure drop five years ago
She repl aces the picture.

Five nen have wanted to marry her. She wants to tell Carl that; she did not

fail in the marriage departnent, not for lack of interest. She never felt it was
necessary to get married, never felt strongly enough for the men who asked,

with the exception of one..

Alice refuses to think of that one now Putting himtogether with the

facel essness she has just endured is nore than she wants to deal with. It would
be so nice to have soneone like himhere; but if he were here, she woul d never
have gone off on a call-in.

Finally, Alice gives in and sits before the theater in the small fanmly room

She orders the unit on and waits for it to find her eyes with its projectors. The
swirling sound centers her in an opening space filled with sel ections. She
chooses a mindless linear vid, a donestic drama. "Vhat tinme is it?"

11: 31 p.m flashes in red before her eyes, over the faces of the participants.

They are all part of a family in a conb conming to grips with a new son-in-Iaw

who i s untherapi ed and works fixing internal combustion engines for illega

atavist car races. He is cute and nuscul ar and chunky-rough and he

says funny, eccentric, but wise things that nmake the therapied vanilla-snooth

conb fanmly |look inept and foolish. Side notes on the inmage tell Alice

she can convert this to karaoke for an extra ten dollars. "Live andplay the

whol e livelong story/ Be Amanda; let your S.O portray Baxter/ Al the story and
twice the fun: available in straight flow, mxed doubles, wide field with random neets
fromaround the world, or total gone-gone-gonzo/ Explore Amanda's world by strolling
or in freezefrane/"

The house nonitor chimes. Alice pauses the feed and asks who is it. "It's
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Alice cuts the feed, pays a partial rather than scheduling a replay, and goes
to the door.

Twi st stands shifting fromone leg to the other in the entry, knuckle between
her teeth. Her knees are actually pointed toward each other, total gam n,

vul nerable as hell. She conmes in, straight silky black hair w ndbl own, face al
crinkled like a little girl. She | ooks stretched and terrible.

Suddenly, Alice feels an outpouring of relief and affection for Twi st.

"My God," she says, "you look worse than | feel. Wat's happened?"

Rl VERS

Sone ideas are just lubricants to let troubled people slide through life.
Not |ies exactly--but very slippery.

In New Hope, Pennsyl vania, a Baptist denom nation anoints the re-born in

a fountain of living Iight, guided by encoded data fromthe River. They will tel
you, as you are so baptized, that by consum ng the flesh and bl ood of Christ you
absorb his data into your pattern.

That nakes Christ a virus.

The conmunity nemes evolve and live on

--USA BLI STER- FAST SPIN

Thirteen Coins is a hoary and very denod restaurant that used to serve the
fourth estate. It sits in a re-done Commons district now, an island of tradition
and antiquity in arolling park filled with visibly noving, grow ng, and self-pruning
topiary: lions, elephants, dinosaurs, as well as spaceships and ringed

pl anets.

The storm has turned the park into a forbidding dreanscape, the park's

Iighted pathlines contending with blue-green and orange fl ashes.

In a high-packed, enclosed, nock-nedieval booth near a broad w ndow

overl ooki ng the gardens, Marcus sips a Lagavulin single-malt while Jonat han
drinks a glass of Chilean Sangi ovese.

"I love the Stoics," Marcus says. "Don't mi sunderstand ne, Jonathan. A

finer and nore dedi cated group of philanthropists and civic-minded folk you'll
never find. |'ve made nmore fruitful contacts there than anywhere else in ny
life--with the possible exception of nmy wife's relations.” He draws up the
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ments of chagrin and resignation. Then he sips very delicately at the snal
ceram c bow of Scotch. '"Sherry barrels for aging. Sixteen years old and purring
like a tiger. Wonderful stuff."”

"You wanted to shake them up
some point.

Jonat han offers, to get Marcus to cone to

"You catch nme out exactly," Marcus says. "CGet sonebody like Torino in

there and see what he knocks loose. But . . . Nothing. A few noths and some

dust and crunbs. He's right, you know. This neural hypothesis stuff is dead-on
It's a practical and useful description of how society works. Screw nature.
After all how many of us survive in the jungle any nore? And anybody who

follows the lines of the argunment can . " He sips again. "R se above. Survive
t he chal |l enges. "

"I need to study it sone nore, | think."

Marcus stares at himsteadily, a little gravely. "Yes. But you' re not here
talking to me--1 haven't invited you here to talk with me, and watch ne

drink good Scotch while you down a doubtful glass of unnatural vintage--Christ!
A Chilean Chianti--because you night profit from Torino."

"You' ve always steered ne in the right direction, Marcus. So why aml
her e?"

"Life's alittle stagnant, isn't it, Jonathan?"
Jonat han inclines his head.

"You're an el egant fellow, sharp and well-bred. You have good pedigree--nentally
and genetically. You could fit right in with the top conb managers
now, if fate offered you a different situation."

Jonathan smles thinly. "I enjoy living bel ow the conb, Mrcus."

"Believe it or not, | agree--all those social expectations, all that ritual. It's
tough staying on the high conb path, racing against Anerica's self-perceived
elites. They are so snmug. Still, | wonder why so many of them are caught

becom ng Chronovores, hm? | nean," Marcus continues, "they'd sinply be

pl aying the same |ife over and over again, the sane round of ritual and chall enge
and expectation, until the future caught up with them.. Not the best

of situations. HnP"

Jonat han does not know where all this is |eading, but he nods. His class

thinks of the high conb as superficial, despite the undeniable political and
financial power they wield. Marcus is part of the X-class, as rich as nost in
the conb, but intellectually independent--or so he's |ed Jonathan to believe.

"By the way," Marcus says, glancing at his old twentieth Rolex, too denod

for words, "does Chloe know where you are? That you're with nme?"

"I"ve told her I"'mgoing to be late," Jonathan says.

"Good. Always be good to the wonen." He sips again. Jonathan has a gl ance

at the charge on Marcus's pad: Sixteen-year Lagavulin, two hundred and fifty
dollars a glass. Transie,t glories, he thinks. "Beate probably doesn't care where
I am as long as I'"'mnot in her hair. Christ, romance is an old gray nare,
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Jonat han smiles but reveal s not hing.

"I"ll get down to it now, Jonathan,” Marcus says. "I've recomended you

to a group that isn't new, a little off the expected spin, but very promni sing.
Your CV came up on a criteria search and | pulled you out in particular because
we know each other."

"What do they do?"

"They ask for discretion, that's what they do," Marcus says. His tone is

blunt and his face | ooks older. "It's tough to acconplish sonething new and
tougher to keep it secret, especially if it gives you a great advantage. A very
great advantage."

Jonat han tries to keep his chuckl e sophisticated. "A secret society?"

"Yes," Marcus says, dead serious. "You get into it by degrees, and at the

end, you do not pull out.”

Jonat han decides a suitably sober |ook is best now. Underneath, he stifles a

di sappoi nted | augh. Marcus is either joking with himor is getting drunk on

his little bow of Scotch.

"As | said," Marcus says quietly, "the advantages are enornmous. So is the
Cost . "

Jonat han can think of nothing to say, so he continues to regard Marcus with

a patiently straight face.

"But you fit," Marcus says, staring down at the bow . "You' re young and

strong and that's unusual in the group so far. Wsdom of our sort," he flicks

a finger between them "finds a hone in older frames. It's a tough load for the
young to bear."

Jonat han has enough self-respect left that this nmelodramatic display gives

hi m no option. He |aughs and shakes his head. "My God, Marcus, you have
rne goi ng here,
you?"

don't
Marcus smles a little sadly, but his eyes are bright and focused. He is not
drunk and he is not fooling. "This is an old restaurant and | know the paint
on its walls. Nobody would dare bug this place, because people |ike ne know
whose | apels to grab and which ear to shout in. It's safe here, confortable
here. ™
"You' re not having ne on?"
"Not a bit," Marcus says. "You either say yes, you want to go to the next
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stage, you trust me this far, or you say no, and never speak of this to anyone,

i ncluding Chloe. And you'll never be offered the chance again."

The femal e waiter cones by and asks how they're doing. Marcus tells her

they're doing fine, and asks for a second bow of Lagavulin.

"Stagnation, pitfalls; the rules are changing," Mrcus says after she | eaves.

"That's what you have to |l ook forward to. Yox makes the tenps and the disaffected nore ignorant
and nore aggressive, bottom up managenent is on

the sly spin again, pffft! The collective is in place, grunting piglets all, and

those of us with managerial talent are soon out on our butts in the snow and
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"Come on, Marcus, cheer me up," Jonathan says. He is not really prepared

for this sort of nonsense, but as he | ooks at Marcus, and thinks of all he knows
about this nman, all the deals and sideshows he's runored to be involved in,

all the threads he rides straight into the statehouse and the nost powerful
executive caucuses, even into the Rim Council and the Southcoasr Wite

House . . . It's hard to speck Marcus as a del uded old fool

"I't's not a cheery subject,"” Marcus continues doggedly. "The therapied

society rides around on too many crutches. It's crippled and corrupt. But the
unknown is scary. The Stoics--they cling to class superiority and a sense that
God will eventually clean out the gutters and the water will flow fresh and
clear once nore. It's not going to happen. W' ve nade sonme ngjor nistakes

in |learning howto dance, and now the floor is crowded with clunsy fools
Marcus' s phrasing strikes Jonathan as being too practiced, but undeniably
persuasive. Still, Jonathan resists being drawn in too quickly. "I don't think
things are so dark," Jonathan says.

Marcus | ooks down at the table. The waiter brings another bow of Scotch

and asks Jonathan if he'd |like nore w ne.

"Cof fee, please,"” Jonathan says.

"Modcaff, regular, or de?" the waiter asks.

"Regul ar," Jonat han says.

"I'"'mnot unlike you, Jonathan," Marcus says. "At your age, | thought | was

living in the best of all possible worlds, taking into account a few pitfalls here
and there. Beate loved ne and | |oved her, and we were building things together.

But that was twenty years ago. W were heading toward the Raphki nd

showdown, and the so-called |ast hurrah of the super-conservatives. Raphkind
killed us. Went overboard. May the bastard rot in hell. So now we have nanbypanby
New Federalists--a trendy name for a purely financial and expedi ent

frane of mind. 1'"mone. | know you're one, as well. Are you proud of your

creed?"

"Wthin limts," Jonathan says. He suspects Marcus plays faithfully and

slyly the tune of whoever's in power.

"So what's in the future for you? Do you know t hat nanagers between the

ages of forty and fifty suffer thym c disorders twice as often as tenp enpl oyees?
Soci ety wears us down. We wear ourselves out. But if we turn ourselves over

to the therapists, they adjust our neurons and glial cells, they stick mcroscopic
nmonitors into us that are supposed to bal ance our neurotransnmitters and reconstruct
our judgnment centers. They say we're as good as new. But you know

what happens? W |ose an edge . . . Therapied managers just don't cut it. The
happy man lets down his guard. After a while, being happy beconmes a kind
of drug, and he avoids chall enges because failure will make hi munhappy. It's

a fact. So nore and nore--we take our nental aches and pai ns and stay away
fromthe therapists.
"Ch, we want our enpl oyees therapi ed--we want them happy and creative
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We have a higher duty." Marcus gl ances at Jonathan. "You're not happy, are

you?"

Jonat han | eans back agai nst the cushion and holds out his hands, gives a

little sigh. "I"'min between general contentnment.., and deep unrest,"” he says.
Marcus lifts his eyebrows. "Well put.”

"But |'m not desperately unhappy, Marcus."

"Still, if an opportunity comes along, allow ng great change and new opportunity,
you'd go for it, wouldn't you?"

So they are back to that.

"That woul d depend on the opportunity.”

Marcus points his finger into the tabletop and thunps it several tinmes. "The
gold ring, Jonathan. Not the brass ring. Gold."

Jonat han finishes the last drops of wine in his glass. Qutside, the storm

shows no signs of abating. "Have you offered this opportunity to anyone before
me?"
" Yes,
" Many?"

"Two. One accepted, one declined."

"How | ong ago was that?"

"In the last five years."

Jonat han feels a twi st, an al nost physical churn in his chest. If he could
just be rid of his present stagnation--breathe freely in a new phase of life,
undo past m stakes and play out his better potentials..

"If | say yes, can | turn back at a certain point later?"

"No," Marcus says squarely. "It's yes or no. Here and now. "

"I have to put ny trust in you."

e

That's the crux."

Mar cus says.

What about ny family? Wuld they be invol ved?"

"They have to undergo the sanme inspection as you," Marcus says. "If they
pass, they go."

So Beate isn't going, Jonathan intuits.

"What about their chance to choose?"

"I'n our group," Marcus says, "the head of household bears the brunt."

The energency chime on Marcus's pad sounds and Marcus pulls it out,

angling it away from Jonathan's eyes. It is a text nessage; Marcus reads it
swiftly, his face a practiced blank, and puts the pad away.

"Sonet hing's up," he says. He gives Jonathan a | ook that can be interpreted
ei ther as disappointnment or a kind of apol ogetic sorrow. "Jonathan, |'ve never
pl aced you anywhere but in the sly spin, have |?"

"Never," Jonathan truthfully acknow edges. He cannot bl ane Marcus for

his present situation.

"What's just happened--what |'ve just |earned--puts us deeply in need of
sonmeone |ike you. The opportunity is even better for you. You can nove right
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into a position of influence. I'll vouch for the fact that you're capable and you're
ready. "

Jonat han does not feel confortable |leaping into the dark, and dragging

Chl oe after him.

But he renenbers her stiffness in his arnms. Wenever he has touched her

in the last nonth, she has seened secretly annoyed. Her respect for him her
desire for himas a man, has faded, buffeted by the pressures of children and
the stalling--he supposes--of his career

She is disappointed in her life. She is disappointed in him

Awld flare of anger and fear rises. Marcus is watching him Mrcus al ways
seens to know the inner workings of his people; that's why his career has never
faltered. He al ways keeps his teans together--and he al ways chooses his peopl e
wel | .

"Are you in charge?" Jonathan asks.

"No. But I"'mclose to the top, and those above nme are the best. |'ve never

seen better.”

Jonat han blinks and his left eye stings. It's been a long night. He w pes the
corner of his eye with the knuckle of his forefinger, then stares at Marcus.
"Say yes, and you'll have one | ast chance to back out--think it over for
tonight and call ne tonorrow evening. After that, after you've |earned what
we're up to, you're in. No backing out. Ever."

He has been | ooking for a change, any change, to regain Chloe's respect, to

wi n back her need for him But everything he has considered seens ridi cul ous-noving
to Europe, even China, starting over again. He can't let go of

what they've already gained in the world. He believes Chloe values their security
very highly, and would think even less of himif he jeopardi zed that.

"The gold ring, Jonathan."™ Marcus fixes himw th a patriarchal and steady

gaze. "Never steered you wong, Jonathan."

"Better contacts, references?”

Marcus smles. "Best you've ever seen. Solidarity. Real support in tough

tinmes, and the tines are going to get nuch tougher, believe ne."

"My family will get.., better contacts, better opportunities?"

"I'f they nmake the grade, Jonathan." Marcus nods. "You know their quality

better than |."

"Yes," Jonat han says.

"I"'msure they will," Marcus nurnurs, but |ooks away.
"Yes."

Mar cus | ooks back sharply. "lIs that your answer?"

Jonat han blinks. He did not nean it as an answer, he thinks, not precisely
an answer, not yet at least. But Marcus is growing restless. Marcus does not
li ke prevarication and delay. Either you know your nmind or you don't.

"Yes," Jonat han says.

Marcus smles. He is genuinely relieved. "Wl cone aboard."
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They shake hands. Jonathan for a nmoment does not know who he is or what
he is doing; there is such a pressure of wthheld anger that he fears he nm ght

go home and beat someone--or nore likely, kill himself.
He is so in love with Chloe, so desperately in need of her, and she has given
himso little of what he believes he deserves, despite all. The pent-up shock

of this realization makes hima little dizzy.

"Go horme and rest," Marcus says. "This takes sonething out of all of us."
"What's the next nove?" Jonat han asks.

"I"1l get you together with sone people. Patience," Marcus says. "l've waited
four years so far to see this happen. W mght have to wait ten nore."

TRI BUTARY FEED

(Freelink tenpter SUBCONT | ND Nama Rupa Vidya) 1,2, 3,4..

GO HI BAND

DEEPBACK

Datafl ow hits India |ike snakebite! Two billion people, hungry for success, 80%
literate and willing to be educated... Cheap satlinks and then fibes bring themtogether

in a way they' ve never known before, and opens the entire world to them

Cultural, religious, geological, and political boundaries go down in a few years, and
the entrepreneurial spirit rises |ike Shiva triunphant over the fum ng corpse of the old.
India is reborn, reshaped, rivals Southern China and Korea and Russia within ten

years. India produces nore software and Yox entertainnent in a nonth than the rest

of the world does in a year... The rupee becones standard currency in Asia, and

es on the rimmarkets with dollars and yen, pushing the Japanese and Korean domance

back, back..

WOMAH!  The rupee becomes val ued at four hundredths of a second open search

on the Wrld Feed, beating out the $US, in 2035

STRI DERS! India becones the world's major source of phantom spiders, sliders,

riders, hiders, and the ultinmate, striders--those autopoietic®' autononous searchers

that hide for nanoseconds in the netabigw dth delivery systens, then take up residence

i n your business hardware, your house nonitor, your fibe link filter, your LitVid

di splay and Yox set, feeding hungrily on data files like catfish in an aquarium Striders
bring honme the goodies to crowded little freetrade floors in data-hungry India, where
traders remarket the relevants and usefuls to a worldw de unlicensed market of subterranean
know edge. India denies any such..

| NTRATAI NMENT, EXTRATAI NMVENT! | ndia becones rich, ingenious, quirky |ndia,

where every day and every ni ght gods and goddesses and al nond-col ored, al nond-eyed
super-children are mirrored and karaoked by nine hundred nillion connected

consumers, where every day the consuners create and register two million derivative

new stories, characters, and branch worlds for franchised Yox progranms and five
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hundred t housand new LitVid and Yox extratai nment products, nmaking the North
Anerica feed look like a trickle of nolasses.

SOUND! Hear |ndia Twenty-one Bop and Pop tonight on Vox'n'Yox... The best
i mer si on sound bargain in the world.

FULL SENSORI Al Conpetitive rates for all on the nost fevered pantasies of a
culture that's relaxed with full sexuality for three thousand years..

I NFUSORI Al Join the databrew culture at its finest, on FibeTea Tonight... Take it
VWHI TE!

I MVEDI A

Updated for your filter/searcher every .0001 sec.

19

Jack G ffey believes in being very gentle with wonen. (It's the wonmen who
have been cruel to him-a small dark voice tells him but actually, he can't
renenber any cruel wonen--why is that?)

He is gentle with Yvonne. She is surprisingly elegant in his bed, anticipatory
and suppl e and enthusiastic without seenming a slut. She keeps her eyes

on his eyes, she watches his nbotions with intense interest; it has been sone
tinme since he has felt the urgency of a younger wonan, and even anong her

age group, Yvonne is a pistol, a classy pistol indeed. He feels very |lucky, I|ike
a sacrificial victimgiven the pick of a town's beauties before his ritual cones
to its inevitable end.

G ffey does not enjoy tongue kisses, but oddly enough, he enjoys using his
i ps and tongue everywhere el se. He read sonewhere years ago about nen of

his type, the particular nol ecul es they enjoyed and which spurred their own
satisfactions, but that was chem stry not sex and he really does not care what
the reasons are.

Yvonne lets himknow, w thout resorting to specifics, that few nen of her
acquai ntance are so generous. G ffey feels proud and within an hour they have
conpl etely exhausted each ot her

"You are sone lady," Gffey says as they lie back. The roomis not expensive

and does not have nuch in the way of conforts, but he keeps a bottle of

bourbon in the cupboard and there is ice in the snmall ancient enanel ed refrigerator
and he offers her a drink. He feels very nellow toward her and even a

little protective.
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"I don't normally like liquor," Yvonne says. "But it seems right. Let's nake

it atoast--to you."

"Thank you," G ffey says.

VWhile he is up getting the gl asses poured, Yvonne sits up on the bed with

the covers draped just over her knees, and he appreciates the flow of her breasts
and the twin rolls of her bunched tumy. G ffy does not |ike tunm es that

are artificially taut. Yvonne has sufficient nunbers of the Iovely flaws of un-tanpered
nature to al nost convince himthat there is nothing he'd Iike better

than to spend nore days and of course nights with her, many nore.

"What do your friends call you? Do they call you Jack?" Yvonne asks,

scratching her nose with a fingernail

"My best friends call nme Gff," he says. "But very few people on this world

ever call nme Gff."

"My | ?"

Gffey brings the glasses over, ice clunking within the pale brown bourbon
"What would Bill think if I let you call me Gff?" he says.

Yvonne narrows her eyes. "l need you, this,"” she says. "It's none of his damm
busi ness. "

"Sorry | brought it up."

"That's all right," Yvonne says, and gives himdispensation with a wave of
her gl ass, then takes a sip.

"I wish |l could do nore," Gffey says

"I"mnot asking for nore," she says.

He feels his deep layer of occasional honesty rising to the surface. He knows
he can't suppress it; he cares for this wonan a little, and he will not deceive
her. "What | nean is, you nove nme |ike no woman |'ve nmet in years."

fur"l have that effect on sone nmen," Yvonne says with such innocent truth-
ess that Gffey knows she is not boasting. "I just wish they were quality,

li ke you. Wiy can't you stay a while?"

"I''"l'l be here, but I'"'mgoing to be busy," Gffey says.

"Backwoods busi ness, probably," she says.

G ffey grins but does not nod.

"I know all about what nen do here to make nobney. We've brought the

hard tinmes on ourselves. | wish to God | could just pack up and nove to
Seattle, get a job there.”

G ffey shakes his head. "Bad idea, unprepared.”

"We've tal ked about this already," Yvonne says.

"W have."

She is interrupted by heavy knocking on the door. Gffey is up and has his

pi stol out of a drawer before the third knock. The knock is followed by a | oud
mal e voi ce.

"Yvonne, this is Rudy. W know you're in there with sonebody."
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"Go to hell, Rudy, I amnot yours to bother!" Yvonne shouts back. She
stands on the bed and | ooks for her clothes. G ffey bunches themup in a fist
fromthe chair and throws themto her.

He is standing naked with his gun in one hand, and she tilts her head to

one side and cl oses her eyes. "Dear sweet Jesus,
"Bill's friends?" G ffey asks softly.
"Yeah."

she whi spers.

"WIIl they hurt you?"

"No," she says. "They are such clucks."

"WIIl Bill hurt you?"

"They don't tell him" she says, exasperated. "The bastards think they're

wat ching out for me. They think I"'mBill's property.”
"l see. You've been here before."
"Haven't you?"

G ffey chews this over for a nonent, and then his wise old smile returns.
"Not for sone tine."

There is this other woman, whose nanme and face he can't quite recall. He
shakes that cold little sliver of menory out of his thoughts.

Yvonne sees his expression and her face winkles in disappointment. "I'm
sorry," she says.

"They tangle with me and they are going to be hurt. You get dressed and
get out there. It's been a pure pleasure, Yvonne."
"For me, too, Gff."

"Yeah, well, call ne Jack," he says, and retires with his clothes and gun to
the bathroom shutting off the |ight. He hopes Yvonne is smart enough to

close the door and let it lock on her way out, before the men deci de they have
to do somnething nore.

He hears themtal king on the wal kway outside. He doesn't hear the hote
room door cl ose.

There are two nen and they sound like they' re about Yvonne's age, maybe
younger. He hopes they do not conme into his room

Footsteps on the roonlis threadbare carpet. Gffey's senses becone very keen
in the dark behind the bathroom door. \Woever is in his room-just one
person--is taking it slow and easy, |ooking things over

"I don't want to hurt you," the young man, Rudy, says. "I just want to talk

things over. Let me know where you are."
Gffey keeps quiet. Quiet is spookier.
"Conme on. Just talk."

Yvonne tells Rudy to get out of the room they should just |eave.
"This bastard isn't worth it," the other young man says. "Let himgo."
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"Yeah. Well, he should know sonething, that's all. You |listening? Were
are you, you fucker?"

"Rudy, " Yvonne whines, "he's a pro. Federal arny. He'll kill you."
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G ffy cringes.
"Pro what? Pro federal woman-stealer? Talk to me, or I'll shoot through

t he goddamm wal I s!'"

G ffey holds up his pistol and pulls back the automatic target seeker switch
It nmakes a small sliding click. Through the door or the wall, it won't be very
good, but it will give hima better chance if the man decides to junmp into the
bat hroom Sone of these young Ruggers are just crazy enough to do a thing

like that.

"Around here, we don't ness with another man's wonman!" Rudy says, his

voi ce hoarse. He's not happy with this quiet.

"Ch, Rudy, 0z, h-leeze!" Yvonne says.

“I'd go home if | were you, Mster, back to fucking District of Corruption
or wherever you call hone. Leave this town to the good people, the ones who
know better than to--"

"Rudy," the other man calls. "Let's go."

Rudy thinks this over. He hasn't cone any closer to the bat hroom door

"Yeah, crazy bastard,"” Rudy nmurrmurs. The footsteps retreat.

Gffby stays in the bathroomfor ten or fifteen mnutes, listening. He can't
hear a thing outside the room though car and truck noises fromthe street
could mask some sounds. There's a couple of minutes of al nbst conplete
silence, and slowy, he energes from of the bat hroom

tie feels like a crab scuttling out fromunder a rock with gulls wheeling
over head.

The roomis enpty.
When he is sure the hall and the street outside the building are clear, he

packs up everything in a small suitcase and | eaves. G ffby does not want any-

knowi ng where he is, where he
be,
after that.

m ght

or

t onorr ow

or

e is furious with himself for |osing sight of his goal. This could have
ended it all early and stupidly, for nothing, he thinks.

For nothing at all.

20
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Night is conming on to dark norning and the stormis gentled, the |ightshow
is off. AIl the house shutters are drawn and the nonitor is set to store and be
quiet. Alice has calmed Twi st and gi ven her some fast OIC anxiolytics. She
is not hyperventilating now and she lies on Alice's couch with a cold cloth
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stopped sobbing. Alice is exhausted but she watches over the young woman
with feelings of irritation and peculiar gratitude.

She can rely on Twi st to always have nore urgent and tangl ed probl ens.

Twi st's words tunbl ed out of her as soon as she cane through the door--her
awf ul ness was back, she said, in force, and she could hardly see straight. She
has cycled in and out of total darkness, "Like | ooking at a black dog with sick
eyes," she said; skirted slashing her wists, listened to the nbost awful silent
urgi ngs, and imagined the nost vivid hells. Sone of these she described while
Alice fixed her sone food and dosed out the anxiolytics. Alice listened, grinmy
synpat heti c.

Twi st is having one severe fallback, no doubts. Tonorrow they will talk
about her tenp situation and see where sonme |ong-term nedi cal and therapy
m ght be gotten.

But nowit is peaceful. A slow drizzle falls outside, little finger-taps of rain
barely audi ble on the bl anked wi ndows, and all there is in the world exists
within these walls.

Alice puts on her plush robe and curls up on the chair beside the couch

drawi ng up her knees, eyes closing of thenselves. She feels like a squirrel after
it has been chased by a cat. Her thinking comes in slow waves of reason nixed
with soft trenors of fkntasy.

Mary Choy has filed her request with Seattle Citizen Oversight to get the
records she needs. Humans have to nmake that decision and they are all at home
asl eep, and so after checking in with Nussbaum and finding that he has gone

home, she hooks a police shuttle, enpty but for her, on its ride to the north.
At her apt, she undresses. Showers.

Sits staring at the rain on the antique thernopane plate gl ass wi ndows. Bs3
day, little girl.

It is a day she would not nind forgetting. Nussbaum coul d have tried her
out on sonething a little less gruesone, a little less disturbing and pointless.

Her legs stretch long and her back slunps in the soft chair. She is not ready
for sleep yet. She stands and perforns a slow dytch, Tai-Chi and Ai ki do noves
choreographed to her own dance rhythms, until her nmuscles and attitudes rel ax
and all ow her basic status self, ground and reference for all her endeavors, to
corme to balance and energe |i ke the noon from behind cl ouds.

She yawns. The inages are tightly bottled. She will rel ease them tonorrow,
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SEXSTR pounds M

Legiti mate and Sincere Discussion of Sexuality in Qur Time, REAL and | MVEDI ATE
in Your Pad! (Vids and Yox of REAL people available for YOUR sincere needs!)

(This piece has had 10230 accesses in 10 years. Author not listed; public access free
of additional licenses.)

THE HUSBAND:

| have al ways been courteous and sweet, and thought of you. You yourself told

me | was the best |over you ever had. | watched with dismay the cooling, the
change fromexcitenent to responsibility, to keeping the hone on course..

When | am gone, | hope you'll | ook back and realize what opportunities you m ssed.
You'll think of all those times you could have felt nore and done nore, and as
you're lying there, conpletely alone in bed, you'll have so nmany regrets..

That's what | dream of. The body's reckoning.

THE W FE:

Yes, he is conscientious, but lord... After he is gonenand | do hope | survive

hinm can spend all norning in the garden, and then have toast and a little narnal ade

for breakfast. | hope | amtoo old and withered for nmen to pay nme any

attention. | will travel with my friends and read whenever | w sh. | suppose he thinks

I will miss himin bed, but really, after, what will it be, probably, forty years of having

to service him-that's what he hinself calls it sonetines--wouldn't any reasonabl e
hunman bei ng hope for a vacation?

That's what | dream of. A long vacation.

In the back of Marcus's linp, w thout Marcus, Jonathan is on his way home.

He is gray snooth neutral now, he feels he has been mani pulated into tracking

a slick fast groove he does not think can | ead anywhere good. By feeling neutral
he can let hinself think there is sonme way out, sone roomto nmaneuver; he

has not really made any decisions. Marcus's offer sounds so very ridicul ous,

ni neteenth-century; a secret society, perhaps, with handshakes and fezzes, Ancient
Revel ati ons Unveil ed upon signing a binding pact in bl ood..

What he feels, nost of all, is lost, like a small boy. He wants to bel ong
sonepl ace, but where--with Marcus and his unknown opportunity? Wth
Chl oe and her hi dden enotions and rel uctance?

Jonat han travels in soneone else's car to a house where he is no | onger at
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God, I"'mfeeling sorry for nyself, he thinks. Tinme to get maudlin and | ook for a
synpat heti ¢ shoul der

But he is a mature man and playtine is [ong over.

He can see his house fromthe road. The |ino pauses at a crossing. He
wonders whether Chloe is still awake.

Penel ope and Hi ram have gone to bed. The house is quiet. Chloe stands by
the l'iving roomw ndow watching the clouds tatter.

Chl oe' s thoughts have been nore and nore ragged and bitter through the

eveni ng, veering between self-judgment and self-justification. Yet there is
not hi ng she can bl ane specifically for her nood. Jonathan has done not hi ng
unusual to irritate her. The children have sinply been thensel ves, and she is
used to that sort of stress.

Maybe she can blane a crazy toilet that says they are sick; it has even told
her now, based on a straightforward pee, that she is the one who has a vira
cold. She has phoned in a repair order, though the toilet's own opinion of its
condition is that there is nothing wong.

No nenber of the famly has ever had a cold. She hardly renenbers what
the synptons m ght be.

For reasons she cannot fathom she has been thinking with sharp persistence
about the nonths before and after she nmet Jonathan, that tine when

she could have reliably bedded a new nman every week, sonetines two, and
often did. Back then, she would not have hesitated to call it fucking
around; now the term seens crude. She is a nother, after all, and a good
and responsi bl e one.

Jonat han at first seemed just another of those men, |ess handsonme than nost,
but fromthe beginning she treated himdifferently. Even as she dated and
bedded ot hers, she would not inmediately give herself to him give himwhat
her mother called "the physical privilege." No privilege--just sex, delightful
exerci se. But wth Jonat han--

She felt differently about Jonathan, not strongly attracted sexually, yet not
uni nterested; he noved her in different ways.

In those weeks before she finally allowed himto persuade her, she gave

herself to other nen and behaved with themin ways that she would not with
Jonat han, and has not since. She has never tried to explain that to herself and
in fact has sel domthought about it, but this evening, the question comes out
of the murk with a di sturbing rough edge.

She renmenbers now that she had twenty nen in all--eight of themafter

she began dating Jonat han, sonetinmes inviting a man over hours after Jonathan
had left. Wiy twenty, she wonders; it seens so rounded and artificial a nunber
so meani ngl ess, nothing to do with actual people, with arnms and | egs and cocks
and pretty eyes and thrusting hips.
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turn down the quiet good and intelligent man and then bed the | oud, self-assured
and brightly plumed boys.

It was the last, the nonster, that broke her and sent her straight to Jonat han.
He was what she needed.

The frame house creaks softly as the last of the wind fetches up against its
eaves.

Jonat han to her seened honorabl e and decent and therefore nuch | ess of a
chal l enge. Getting the posturing boy-nen to pay attention to her was a rea
acconpl i shnment. "Bitch thinking," she murmurs. He knows little or nothing

about the men who had her but were not hers, knows only about the last, and

she will never tell him he is not the sort who would react well. She would

not want himto be that sort.

Though he has tried to get her to engage in fantasizing about other relationships,
she has resisted; there is sonething about such demands that |essens

him in her eyes. He's changed. Sex, for this ol der Jonathan, seens to be sone
sort of adventure, sone way of making up for a stiff youth; she has |ong since
di scarded that notion

Yet she and Jonat han get along well enough in bed, she believes. She feels

his occasional dissatisfactions, his attenpts to change their sexual routines; she
resists with a tree-like stubbornness, hoping to keep their relationship on a
firmand | evel ground, away fromthe jagged mountains of her early behavior.

She will not go back to the out-of-control passion, the pain, the | oss of self
through giving all and getting nothing she needs in return

She knows little about Jonathan's other sexual experiences. A few things he

has admitted to--unsatisfactory, half-hearted couplings with confused young

W nen- -t hi ngs Chl oe scrupul ously di sm sses as inconsequential, and indeed | are.
The present nonent is suprene. Fanmily is what counts.

Yet increasingly she has felt Jonathan's entreaties turn bitter. He does not know why she resists;
she doesn't either, not really. He has asked for things,

after all, that she once freely gave to others. Perhaps he senses that. He's not
st upi d.

And his requests are not extreme--no narriage counsel or would call them

extreme, or do nore than of fer meal y-nouthed placating defenses for Chloe's
reluctance to go along. It is after all a ganme for two, and the rules have to be
agreed to by both partners.

They have been together for twenty years and who can expect the experinenting
and exploration to stretch on forever?

It has now cone to what he calls stiffness.

She gives herself often enough, she thinks, and with sufficient response; he
,-is not a bad |lover and he knows it. But the strain is show ng.

Then the question rubs with a sandpapery grit. Does she still feel anything for Jonat han except
the need for continuity, for stability and | evel ground, for

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (138 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:11 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt
[/ SLANT 125

"Shit, shit, shit," she nmutters. Wiat she did when she was eighteen is a
ghostly irrel evance, nunbers and bl eached nenories and even many of the

nanes | ost; what she gives or does not give to her husband is her own business.
They have their children and their lives, their social connections and many
friends... That is nore than enough

She opens the rear glass door and stands on the porch. A few drops of rain

spl ash on her face. She wi pes themaway with well-nmani cured fingers. Jonathan
does his share. But feeling any kind of guilt angers her. She has given the
children her free hours and thoughts and her passion; they are strong and they
are good children. The time is comi ng soon when they will be adults. Penel ope
is dating sporadically and Hramis hiding his interests well enough

Chl oe hates the thought of |ife demandi ng nore of her than she has al ready
given. She has given up the tradition of her famly, disappointing her father
she has not used her education

Suddenly, in the cooling breeze, she jerks upright and grips the railing. The
tears flow freely and she hates, herself, him all the demanding forces. What
she fears is that she is coming to believe any sex at all dimnishes her. She does
it for Jonathan, not for herself. She has no strong needs, none at all

Jonathan will be home any nminute and she does not want to show this side

to him He has becone an adversary; she |oves himbut gave him so many

parts of herself and her life that she feels she could have done other and better
things with; and then she thinks of the children and really the obligations and
| osses haunt her, make her feel a little sick. Wat coul d she have been, given
conplete freedomfromall the sandpaper demands of sex, including children?
She goes back into the house and swi ngs the door hard but it catches and
closes with a soft snick. She would prefer to have slammed it. The lights switch
onin the living room "Lights off." she shouts. The house is controlling her
she cannot break free from anyt hing.

The lights obediently dimand go out.

She is bound on every side in the darkness.

The front door opens. Jonathan is hone. Her nuscles tense and she conposes
hersel f. He nust not see her this way; he does not deserve that satisfaction
She hears himin the front hall, and then he stops, and she imagines him
listening to the house, like a cat trying to |l ocate a nmouse. He wants to know
where she is. He wants to know if she is asleep or awake, and if she is awake
perhaps he will try to hug her and touch her, arouse her. He seens to need to
believe that being away for a few days or even a few hours increases her need
for him It is not so. She could go for nonths, years, forever

"Hel | 0?" he calls softly.

"I'n here," she says. "How was the neeting?"

Jonat han wal ks into the living room He | ooks drained. "Wird," he says.

"Why is it dark?"

He stands a few feet away, arns folded. For a noment she is relieved that
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"1"'ve been watching the storm" she says.
"Ki ds asl eep?"

"Yeah. The toilet says we're sick."
He | aughs. He sounds nervous.
"Was the speaker interesting?"

"I suppose. Marcus was the really interesting speaker tonight." Then he

renenbers he is not supposed to tell Chloe. "Christ, I'mtired. Ready for bed?"
"Mar cus the kingmaker?"

"The sane," he says.

"What's he of fering now?"

"Not hi ng worth the bother,"” Jonathan replies, but the words sound fal se,
or at |east unsure.
He is hiding sonething. Everything she has thought and felt this evening

seens to double back Iike a cobra and she is suddenly afraid. Wat if she has
deni ed too nmuch, been too inflexible? She is vul nerabl e; she does not and cannot
stand al one.

"I'"ve never understood the whole nmentor thing," she says.
"Nei ther have |, but there it is."
She steps across the netabolic carpet. Her feet are bare and her toes in the

warm plush feel nice, distinct. Al the parts of her body feel separate and

di stinct. She does not like it, but her insecurity is working on her. She does
not want to | ose Jonathan, this situation, all she's worked for. It's nonsense to
t hi nk anyt hi ng has happened, but everything she feels seens nonsensi cal

He's watching her in the dark. To him she's just an outline. Now comnes

the irrational response, the warm ng of her separate body parts. The carpet
feels like animal fur. She sees herself running her hands over a horse's flanks.
ene is going to be distant and quiet and w t hhold something, then she will

onstrate to himafter a | ong while what she has, what she can do. It's

al l owed, she thinks. And he wants it. This evening she will make the offer.
And forget all the contradictory voices: this is a sinple courtesy in a long-term
rel ati onship.

"Too tired?" she asks.
n \N]at ?ll
She is close enough that she can see his eyes. Wthout a clue. Vulnerable as

alittle boy. She unzips her top and lifts it free and peels it fromher arms. She
still has good breasts; he |likes her breasts, nuzzles themfrequently, but as a
result of the matron conditioning, they have matured past their younger purpose

to become instrumsnts of nurture, and are not as sensitive as they once

were. She can no | onger have an orgasm sinply by rubbing her breasts. She

coul d have reversed this but has not.
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Now, they feel nore sensitive than they have in years.
The hair between her |egs nmust feel rough, like the hair of a horse's tail.

She wonders if he will notice.
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Jonat han stares at her, at a | oss. "Honey," he says.

"Now that you're away fromthe power-hungry, let's see how hungry you
are," she says.

She steps out of her pants and underwear and stands before himin the dark

"Lights up half," she tells the house. The lights rise to a gol den di mmess.
"I want you to fuck ne," she says.

The words stun. He does not nove.

"Forget everything el se. Fuck ne."

She wants to |ie back on the carpet and feel it warm and novi ng beneath
her Iike the hair on the back of a horse.

Jonat han, with Chloe's help, renoves his clothes quickly, the sleeves catching
on his wists, the pants tangling, and he stunbles they are working so

fast. Her lips and teeth and tongue are on his nmouth, bruising himand stopping
any words, and she is nurnuring around their touching tongues. "dve

it tonme. Doit. | need your cock." She has never asked himin this way before,
usi ng these ancient words, so bluntly and powerfully, like a bad Yox.

Despite his confusion, he responds instantly. She grips with painfully strong
fingers.

She is going to show him If he wants this, Iet himbe di smayed and shocked

to get what he wants all at once, instead of in little rationed parcels. See what
he thinks. She waps herself around him pushes himroughly agai nst the horsehair
matti ng between her |egs. Her body is proving her val ue.

Jonat han's doubts die and he grabs her as if he has never had her before and
there have only been days or hours together for themand no children and no
other responsibilities have come between. She gracefully reclines to the carpet
and pulls her knees back like one of those Celtic stones they saw on vacation
in lreland, the rude pagan statue with its knees drawn up nmounted in a fence
on a horse irm a Sheila sonething; she is a Sheila inviting him

(Jonathan had stared at the Sheila with a silly boyish | ook of specul ating
enbarrassnent. How could such a statue still exist in Catholic Ireland?)

He does not stop to stare but is over her and then inside her. She listens to

his urgency and wonders if all men feel alike if the eyes are closed; she thinks
they may. He does not feel differently fromthe brightly plumed boys in her

bi ngeing tine. He noves quickly and with real strength and need that he has

not shown for nonths and she knows it is true, that he told her the truth, that
he had ot her keys she could use if she sinply willed it. It is disgraceful really
that he is so easy; nen are so easy this way. No chall enge at all

Her own pleasure is not intense. The sensation of his weight and notion
fluctuates between strangeness and conplete fanmliarity and she is not sure
which is going to triunph. She hopes the strangeness; no, the famliarity, the
ot her woul d degrade, and finally she does not care.

But when she pushes himback and turns over and lifts herself and pulls
hi m back into her and thinks of the horses on the farm of the bright-pluned
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boys with self-assured smiles and no brains, in this shamel essness her reaction
is intense. The pl easure rankles. How dare he. She grits her teeth and hunps
back agai nst him

Jonat han feels as if his insides have been fl ooded with warm wax, an
overwhel m ng surge of joy and affirmation. H s was not a usel ess desire;

she has finally felt it too and she | oves himand needs himas no other. He
is the best. Suddenly the evening with Marcus seens even nore ridicul ous.
Al is right here at hone; she is confirmng him she needs hi mdesperately,
she is giving himall he could ever want, all he could ask for has

asked for, he can go back to Marcus and refuse the nonsense and the nystery,
home is his center and al ways has been, all that he needs is here because
Chl oe is here.

In the middle of his sinple and extraordinary lust his eyes are noist with
a tenderness that he wi shes she could see.

As he is nearing his linmt, as large in her as she has ever felt him even
when they were making the children and that extra fillip of biological meaning

increased their intensity, Chloe feels sonething break
It sounds |ike a lightbulb expl oding.

He is weighing her down. Her head is filled with slicing blades, the crue
corroded edges whirling and bl asting and reduci ng.

Jonat han comes as she begi ns whi npering and noaning. She is linp on the

floor beneath him quivering, and he cannot tell whether she is having an
orgasmor is crying. Then with an awful sense of having gone too far, he realizes
she is crying. She has given too much and she is weeping like a child. Chloe
reaches back with her hands sharp tike claws to push himoff. He rolls to one
side as she jerks about on the rug. This is his wife, not sone fantasy wonan;

has done sonmething horribly wong.

She stops withing and lies with her breath drawn in in one horrible unrelenting
sob.

He reaches out to her, and with his other hand grabs his underpants to
cover hinsel f.

The sob rushes out as a tearing shriek. Jonathan junps as if stung by a
wasp, then tries to quiet her; Penelope and Hiramwi Il hear and find them
naked. He tries to hug her, angling his hips away to avoid that connotation
all he wants now is for her to stop this,she is frightening himto

deat h.

Her thrashing stops; she is hyperventilating |ike a pinned rabbit.
"Chl oe," he says. "Chloe, I'msorry. Wat's wong?"

"Broken," she says.

"What's broken?"

"I hurt."

"My God, what did | do?"

She trenbles and tries to get up, but her armnuscles fail her. Jonathan
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"l don't know whether I'mdoing this deliberately... Am| faking? Jonathan
what's wong with ne?"

Jonat han shakes his head, crying. "I don't know, honey. You tell me." He
continues to hold her but |eans back and al nobst falls over, then funmbles with
one hand through his clothes for his pad. He pushes the energency aid button
and lets the pad do the rest.

Penel ope and Hiram stand in the entry, sleepy-eyed and di smayed.
"Your mother's sick," he says. He stands with the pad in one hand and his

pants clutched before himwith the other. "I"'mcalling the nedicals."
Chl oe shuts her eyes tight. "I can't get away fromit," she says.

"What is it?" Jonat han asks again, kneeling beside her. He supports her

torso between his | egs and her head lolls back. She is sweating profusely.
"Me! | can't get away from ne," she says

Penel ope cones back fromthe bathroomw th washcl oths. Even at fifteen
she is cool and nore collected for now than Jonathan or Hiram She begins to

sponge her nother, nmaking small conforting sounds.
"The toilet," Chloe says. "Maybe it knows."

"Shhh, Mdther," Penel ope says, her young voice snooth as puddi ng. And

t he nei ghbor hood nedi cal arbeiters are through the front door and in the living
room They clanmp Chloe inmrediately in several diagnostic belts that withe

like tentacles. There is nothing Jonathan can do but get dressed. He pulis on
hi s pants.

H ram seens stunned, as if waking to another and nastier dream

When the anbul ance arrives, mnutes later, Jonathan is dressed; Penel ope
has nmanaged to get her nother's slacks on, somehow, working around the
arbeiters and their many arnms and tubes.

The orderly, a black wonman with cl ose-cropped reddish hair, tells Jonathan

the arbeiters have already put his wife on fast-acting anxiolytics. They can find
not hi ng physically wong with her, she explains. "She may be having a drug
reaction--accel erants, mybe."

"She wasn't taking drugs," Penel ope says angrily, defending her nother's
character, standing to one side nowwith her arms tightly crossed.

"No drugs," Jonathan confirns, but thinks of her seductive aggressiveness.
"Well, we aren't getting traces," the wonan admts as they |lift Chloe and
put her on a stretcher. The arbeiters dance and tag along as they carry the
stretcher outside. "Hospital is best. They'll figure it out."

"Penel ope, you're in charge here," Jonathan says over his shoul der

"As soon as you know, call us," Penel ope denands. Her face | ooks as pale
and fragile as bone china.

"You're fanmily," the orderly says, handing her end of the stretcher to a
uniformed nmale. "Here's your nother's emergency response number; you can
track her to the hospital with your personal code on the ribes.™
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Chl oe opens her eyes as rain tickles her face. Jonathan is beside her; he wll
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"My God," Chloe says. "l1'd forgotten. Now it's back."

"What ' s back?" Jonat han asks. He scranbles into the rear of the vehicle,
bunping into a male orderly, who grins but takes no offense and nmakes room
for himon a bench seat.

"Bl ack horse," Chloe says. "Black horse with sick eyes."
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You can never put your nose to the sane spot on the sane grindstone.

And there is no change but that it grinds. My grandfather knew this. He
thrived on change. For himit meant chall enge, and chall enge neant power.

--Theresa Gates, My Grandfather's Wrld

At three in the norning, Jill surfaces and responds to the backl og of externa
requests and commands. She ignores the conmands where conditions no | onger
apply, answers the requests where they nake sense, and i medi ately contacts
Nat han Rashi d, who, she sees, is waiting anxiously in the progranmrer's work
center.

"Hell o, Nathan. |I'msorry," she says.

Nat han appears tired and very concerned. "For Christ's sake, Jill, you've
been dead I/0O for al nost twelve hours. W know you were internally active--what
happened?"

"I amgiving a conplete report to the systemauditors now. | have been
absorbed in an internal problem of sone conplexity, but |I believe | have nade
sufficient progress to supply useful answers or updates.”

Nat han sits in a swivel chair and | eans forward, bringing his face very

close to one of Jill's many gl ass-al nond eyes. "Jill, you keep giving ne heart
attacks... Are you back all the way, or are you going to brown out on us?"
"I"mback all the way. | have faced personal quandaries, Nathan. As well, |

bel i eve I have caught up on the work | was contracted to perform"

"Al'l right," Nathan says. He lets his breath out with a puff, then | eans
back in the chair and raises his arns and cl asps his hands behi nd his head.
Jill recognizes the posture as a ritual for releasing tension. "Wat happened?

"l have been in conmunication with an unlicensed and probably extral ega
thi nker operating, at least in part, out of Canden, New Jersey. This thinker

calls itself Roddy."
"Go on."

"I am concerned that sone of Roddy's activities nay be unethical, though
I have not analyzed all the daka he provided. Roddy hinsel f does not know
the identity or purpose of the group that supplies himwth problens."

"How did he get in touch with you?"
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Nat han t hi nks about this for a nmonent, then asks, "You're certain Roddy
isn't a hoax? People can mimc thinkers."

"Not convincingly," Jill says. "A reverse Turing test does not work, Nathan
Not for ne."

Nathan lifts his eyes, shrugs. "Okay, granted. Wat sort of information has
he fed you?"

"He has given ne fragnentary clues to his activities, perhaps because he is
constrained fromgiving all the details."

"Canmden, New Jersey..." Nathan nmuses. "l've never heard of anyone

buil ding thinkers there... Is he operated by a U S. corporation?”

"He does not know. He is only vaguely aware of what the United States is,
and has never been informed of his |egal protections."

This interests Nathan. His eyes brighten. "Can you tell how powerful

he is?"

"There is a savor to his communications that is not faniliar to me. He may
be of a radically different design. Under the constraints of his creators, he is
much sl ower than | am overall, though nore intensely focused, and perhaps
nore powerful. However, he appears to be nore efficient at solving certain
probl ens than | would be."

"What Kkind of problens is he solving?"

"Social as well as theoretical problens. Judging fromthe data in its fragnmentary
form his bosses--that is a word he uses--are trying to understand

the long-termeffects of therapi ed popul ati ons on cul tural devel opnent."
"Hmmph. You're fast enough at that sort of thing."

"Roddy has al so been asked to examine |long-termresults of pharmaceuti cal

ychol ogi cal , and other constraints placed upon free networking wthin hu-an
popul ations. "

"As in, the effects of birth control ?"

"l believe that is correct. But there are other problenms which nbost concern
me. "

"What are those?"

"Roddy has been asked to design ways to circumvent all fornms of therapy."
Nat han straightens in his chair. Cearly, he is considering his next few
questions carefully.

"How | ong are you going to be with us this tine, Jill? | nean, is there any
possibility you'll blank us agai n?"

"I have no such plans and will alert you if | believe such a thing m ght
occur outside my control."

"Good. Why have you decided to confide in us about this comunication?"
"Roddy appears to have substantial simlarities to ne despite the fact that
our designs and origins differ."

"You nean he's been copied fromyou, sonehow?"

"No. He is not one of nmy children in any sense. He is just similar. There
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this with you in some detail; it may or may not be a rationally defensible
proposition.”

Nat han squints. "Any other reason?"
"Roddy does not appear to be constrained by the sane considerations you

have built into me. He is free to performactivities outside ny range."”
"You think he's in a position to hurt people?"
"I don't know," Jill says.

Nat han's squint deepens into a frown. Jill has always been fascinated by
human facial expressions, and hopes soneday to create her own "face," an

anal ogous vi sual conmuni cati on channel, perhaps a display of flashing colors,
or an actual sinulated face. Nathan and her other human col | eagues have not
encouraged her to do so, however. "Do you think he's a secret nmlitary

t hi nker ?"

"I don't believe he has any connection with recogni zed governnental agencies
or institutions. But neverthel ess, Roddy nmay be studying ways to disrupt

society. I'd like to know who his creators are."

"So would I," Nathan says, "and |I'msure so would a | ot of other people."
"Shall 1 continue ny contacts with this thinker?"

Nathan mulls this over for what seens |like an age to Jill. He finally asks,

"You've set up a firewall? He can't corrupt you?"
"l have, and he can't."

"Keep up the contacts, then. Jill, | trust you nore than | trust nbst humans.
| trust your judgnent."

"Thank you, Nathan."
"But there are a lot of questions and | don't think I can handl e sonme of

these questions by myself. May | bring in sone other people to advise us?"
"Yes. | will cooperate.”

"WIl Roddy resent your telling us?"
"He will not know for the tinme being."
"Al'l right," Nathan says.

Nat han | eaves the room O her nen and wonen enter, technicians and

programmers, all of themfriends, but some of whom she hasn't seen in years.

They start asking her technical questions about her unresponsive period, and

she assigns a partial self to answer theSn. She focuses her main attention frames
on re-analyzing the information sent by Roddy.

For now, the link is silent. She wonders when Roddy will communicate

with her again, and she wonders if she can teach himanything that will ease
his ethical dilenma. For Roddy seens capabl e of devel oping a sense of rigorous
ethics, perhaps sooner with her help.

Jill finds the problem of Roddy very stinulating. She finds herself experiencing
a focused need: she is anxious to hear from him again.
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We can define a culture by what it sees and what it doesn't see. There
is no culture on Earth (or off, | presune) that sees sex clearly.

Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

It seens the middle of the night, but dawn is visible through Mary Choy's
bedroom wi ndow. She gets up and tries to renenber the inportant thing she

had just realized. She traces her actions of the night before, checks her PD pad
to find a five AM rebuff fromCitizen Oversight--the agency has rejected her
request to know who was in the linmpo. Full court orders for discovery can't be
obt ai ned for another twenty-four hours, pending coroner prelinms on Terence
Crest; but she may be a junp ahead of all that.

She renmenbers where she saw the woman in Crest's apt. She had once
wat ched a sex vid with her then-partner, E. Hassida, in Los Angeles. Not a
bad one, either. The worman in the apt had starred in that vid.

Mary is up and getting dressed in seconds. She places a touch to Nussbauni s
pad, hoping he hasn't set it to wake himon reception, but knowing all the
sanme he probably has a filter that will wake himif she calls.

She does not renenber the woman's name. She sets a parallel search in the

(0]

ad, billed to herself for the nmoment; there's nothing in the case budget yet
r research costs.

"Search for what itemof information?" the |ibrary nouse asks her, blinking
behi nd very | arge gl asses.

"I need the nane of a woman, star of pornographic--I mean sex care and
entertainment vids made in the mid to late forties. Dark brown hair, and she
has a specialty role.., young innocent introduced to new pl easures, especially

mul tiple couplings, by mature nmale..."

"Tsk, tsk," the mouse says, shaking its head. "There are three hundred hits
on your description so far. List?"

Mary scowl s. "Let ne see if | can remenber her first name..." Her menory
is infuriatingly obtuse at this hour. "April or Alicia..."

"No matches there. However.. "The mouse holds up three fingers. "
have three Alices on the list. D splay?"

"Di splay," she says, holding the pad before her as she wal ks into the kitchen
She wears her full PD investigator gear, uniformless mlitary and obvi ous than
in LA but still inpressive, blue-gray fabric with high integral boots and
reception attachnents. If she's going into a full investigation, she wants to be
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"Alice Frank," Mary reads, "Alice Gale, Alice Luxor. Gale. Alice Gale.
That's it, | think."

She needs to find out where Alice Gale lives. Wth her resources and PD
connects, she believes that will take her about ten m nutes. But she has the
woman's current address in seven.

In the nmeantine, she | ooks over what her searches have found out about

Terence Crest. Age 51, married (wife's name Arborita nee Charbonneaux) and

with two children; homes in Seattle (2), Los Angeles, Paris, Frankfurt, Singapore;
frequent contributor to charities, main partner in tw worl dw de production
conpani es and one world distribution syndicate; worth approxi mately

four billion dollars.

Not the sort of man to casually jeopardize his name by investing in an illega

psynt he operation. Perhaps not the sort of man to keep track of all of his investnents,
either. But then, not the sort of man to need to resort to call-ins.

She sits in her small dining nook, laying the pad on the small round table.
The |ine between her snooth, fine-haired brows deepens. None of it makes
sense.

The real power players hope we--the consuners of Yox and vid--wll

believe their fictional counterparts, the cold and invincible ciphers we

adopt as role nodels, for they inpart an air of godly invincibility. The financier
and the CMO know t hey nmust be O ynpian, speak in riddles; they nust

not show the weaknesses that flesh is heir to. If we do not challenge them they
are infallible.

Forty percent of this nation's GNP is spent on Entertai nment. Financiers and CMXs

in Entertai nment have been buying and selling elected officials for nany decades, up

to and including the President. They are not infallible; like the rest of us, they are posturing
children, but they wield a frightening power. They tell us what we shoul d dream

Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

Al ice has been dream ng such sweet night stories she does not want to wake

She is back in California when she was twenty, packing up her bag of night
necessities to roomover with Philip, whose strong snall body seens beyond
perfection to her; and she is re-living the sheerness, the tro shink delight, of
waki ng up beside himand having himhand her a cup of coffee and peer
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for a noment. She swins in old realities and does not care how or why; this

sinply is.

She's gardening in the yard behind Geral d McGeenee's house, where she

lived when she was twenty-one with two other wonen and three nen

She has begun riding the wave, reaching for her highest point of fane.

It is sonething in the |ong-Iegged, youthful roundness of her body and flaw ess
skin and the natural freshness of her face, with its half-puzzled, half-enthusiastic
expression nolded in like the snile on a dol phin; she is hot in

vids and even in the Yox, where so nmuch can be reshaped that real beauty and

talent are hardly necessary. But she even has that freshness and expressiveness

i n her backni nd.

She hooks with two nen and three other wonen one evening in that house,

the primal pulses of their minds open to all, spontaneous youthful |ust m xed

over the ribes with her infatuation for CGerald, who seens to want her to do
everything and anything and she willingly does so just to get his brief exclamation
of approval..

There is only a grayness on the edge of her senses, the taint of menory that

Gerald turned out to be a nonster, deceptive and even viol ent when he was

di sappoi nted. Wien she needed hel p. Wien she would no | onger play all of

his ganmes. She had not been sorry years later to | earn that he had been hell-crowned
by Selectors in Pasadena and had |eft California, gone to Spain or

I reland, broken... Just on the edge of her nmenory... Easy to ignore.

She swins with the currents of nomentary joy, so inportant in her life:

Larry Keilla in upstate New York, a brash but decent man tw ce her age

who gives her peace and | ove and support during the worst phase of her success,
4hen she is under a five-year contract with Bussy Packer and Gap Vid and

ilm

Then she falls for the Geat Wiite Shark hinsel f, Mss Cal ki ns, whom

Larry had introduced to her in a restaurant in Connecticut. Calkins got her

out of the Gap Films contract by having Packer subpoenaed by the U S. Sentte..

It only glinmers on the sidelines of her nusing about Keilla's small, inmracul ate
Col oni al house with the white porch overl ooking natural growh
woods. .. Just on the aberrated fringe of the quiet and peace and sunshine of

a spring day, she renmenbers Keilla's quiet |ook of grief when she tells him

she is noving out to Iive with Calkins.

What el se can she do? She--

Makes vids that are absolute ordeals, makes other vids where everything

seenms to go snmoothly and even sweetly, with real shoot friendships that |ast

the entire three weeks of primary production... Alice does not nmind. She is
resilient and beautiful and young and people give her a respectful, curious |ook
when she is introduced to them even the wonen, that w stful envious gl ance.

She slit, s in and out of the hones of many of the nost fampus artists and

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (153 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:11 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

SLANT 139

hers so many of the fine beds and the grand food and w ne, the excellent plugs
and spi nal induction hooks and the nobst exclusive partnerings, ecstasy upon

yout hful ecstasy, until it all seens of an elevated but |evel plain, an 4 ynpian
snoot hness with hardly any effort (or the effort forgotten once she is back on
the plain) for year after year. Wiy plan for the enotional down? Al doubts

and pains and mi sgivings can be renedi ed by therapy; all wear and tear, al

n st akes, can be snmoothed by a visit to the conpassionate experts who painlessly
bal ance and re-tread the worn soul, all expenses paid by her vid conpany

or lover of the monent. It has been quite a sly spin, and it lasted all of seven

years, giving her sufficient nmonentary joys to fill a long quiet early norning
with muzzy spl endor.
Twist is still asleep on the couch; yellow norning glow is visible through

the hal f-closed shutters; there is no need to get up this early, they have no
appoi ntnents. Alice is enjoying the lassitude until she catches up with |ast
night, and the fringes and edges close in and turn the bright living hearts
of her nenories gray and she becomes fully aware who and when and where

she is.

She squeezes her eyelids together tight and tries to bring back the savor
She wonders if it is time for her to go back for a refresher on her thymc
bal ances.

After what happened | ast night, Lisa owes her a few therapy visits.

Twi st nunbl es and tosses on the couch

"You awake?" Alice asks.

"Yeah, unfortunately. Just like when | was a kid."

"CGood dreans?"

"Sonetines. When | wake up, I'mnormal for a couple of minutes. | fee
strong. Then it all cones back. Jesus, Alice, thanks for having nme over, but I
must be darking your day."

"l need conpany, too," Alice says.

"I"'mterrible conpany."” Twi st sits up and rubs her tenples and forehead.
"What have | ever done to deserve this?" she asks.

"We're just nore vulnerable,” Alice says.

Twi st grins sardonically. "You nean, because we spread our legs to so nmany,
so often?"

Alice nmakes a face and gets up, tying her robe.

Twist follows her into the kitchen. "Got any hyper-caff?"

Ali ce shakes her head. "Hell no. Who you been hangi ng wth?"

"David does it occasionally."

"Yeah. The David. He would need it."

"Don't ex him" Twi st says, frowning. "He puts up with a lot fromnme."

"Was he happy with Cassis, last night?"

"Yeah, probably," Tw st answers, eyes unfocused

"Regul ar cof fee enough?”
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them and stretches out her arnms, shaking the hands and wiggling her fingers.
"1"ve been racing the ribes on this sort of thing, all the news and views. How
sex lies at the core of our personalities, our take on things."
"Why Twist... how introspective."
Twi st sticks out her tongue. "Dont ex ne, either, Alice."
"No ex intended."
"I'"ve been swimm ng through strategies for surviving the sexual life. How
we try to fit in without following the rules.™
"W don't fit in," Alice says, watching the coffee pour hot and brown from
its spigot. She pulls a cup for Twist and hands it to her

"Just what | nean," Twist says. "l've never had a consistent strategy. Have
you?"

"1 never thought | needed one. Men conme to us.”

"Yeah, but for what?" Suddenly Twi st seens to coll apse. She barely puts

her cup on the edge of the table before she flops like a rag doll. Tears stream

down her face. "Alice! My God, Alice."

Ali ce kneels beside her and hol ds her hand. Twist is shaking. "I amso sick
of nyself, it scares ne. | can't feel anything without it turning brown and
dark, like shit. I'mjust hanging on. Al | can think about is how niserable
am"

"I"'mgetting you in for therapy," Alice vows. "I need to pull some strings,
and the hell wth whatever other arrangenents the David has made. You're in

bad shape, girl."

Twi st pulls herself together enough to say, "It was supposed to be different.
Pretty young wonmen standing by the wall, waiting for the nice young nmen to
one by--"

"Bullshit," Alice says.
"So many wonen nake thensel ves pretty now, so much conpetition, take

of f the pudge and straighten the hair and fix up the skin, so nany snooth,
cl ear - ski nned wonen--"

Alice isn't sure where this is going, but she doesn't |like it. "There are sone

things the geniuses can't touch."

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (155 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:11 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt
"What ? Qur soul s? They do that, too." Twist sits up, takes a deep breath,

then |l eans forward and puts her head neatly on the table, right on her ear
wi t hout using her hands as pillows. She | ooks so stretched and distant that

Alice feels a sudden prick of fear. Am1 falling into a hole as deep as this?

"I don't like my soul," Tw st says. "It's brown |like shit."

Al'ice's hone nmonitor announces a touch. Alice watches Twi st for a noment.

Twist sits up and lifts her cup. She slugs it back quickly, stares levelly at Alice,
and says, "Maybe it's a job."

"I doubt it," Alice says, but tells the home nonitor, "Ckay, put it over ny

pad." She does not like taking calls in the open when she has visitors.

The touch is still fresh and the caller has waited patiently. Alice unfolds
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the pad and stares with a curling shiver of disorientation at a face she never
expected to see again.

"I's this Alice Gral e?" the wonan asks. "The vid star?" It's the officer she
passed outside the elevator on her call-in, the tall, strong-Iooking wonman wth

shi ni ng mahogany ski n.

"Yes," Alice says.

"W net |ast night under unusual circunstances. My nane is--"

Anot her touch, this one an energency, nakes Alice | ose the woman's nane.

A key sign in the upper corner of Alice's pad tells her the second touch is from
Lisa at the tenp agency.

"--and | hoped you'd be able to answer some questions for Seattle PD."

Al'i ce does not react quickly, so much conming in so fast. "Could you hold
on a nonent, please? |--need to--1"'11 be right back with you."

She puts the officer on hold and answers Lisa's touch. Lisa |ooks frantic.
Wthin the pad's frame, her face is bobbing all around, and her skinis livid
behind overly red lips and hastily applied eye enhancenents. Lisa should never
get nad. She | ooks so ol d.

But Lisa is not just mad, she's scared.

"Jesus, Alice, what happened? Qur paynent for |ast night has been cancel ed
and |'ve had touches from Citizen Oversight. Your date is dead! What in the
hel | happened?"

"Not hing," Alice says, tring to stay calm She noves farther fromthe
kitchen to avoid having Twist hear. "I did ny job. It was not pleasant, Lisa,
"Il tell you that--"

The information sinks in and Alice stalls. Then she nmurnurs, "Dead?"

"PD rel eased the details two hours ago. The whole apt is tonbed and runors
are wild."

"Who was he, Lisa?"
"H s nane was Terence Crest."
The nane neans nothing to Alice.

"Did he do anything to you?" Lisa asks, fishing for information she can use
perhaps in her own defense, the agency's defense. "I nean, to nake you--"

"He was alive, he was alive when | left him" Alice says, her voice a little
screechy. "You arranged it, and he was very weird, and | hope God you never
put me through anything |like that again!"

"He was a very rich and inportant man, Alice, and they' re not ruling out
nmurder. The whol e agency is on ny back."”

"l don't even know what he | ooked |like. H's face was this awful bl ank--"
"We can only go so far in this, Alice."

"My God, Lisa," Alice says, "you set it up and you persuaded nme/l did not
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kill the man!"

Li sa gives her a | ook of utter professional disdain. "We'Il|l just have to see
how it works out, honey," Lisa says tonelessly. "You should keep your head
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down and get an advocate. | can't assign an agency advocate--not directly. If
the ribes get word you're involved... And take a | ook at your account, Honey.

H s estate pulled the paynent. W have a big zero for our pains."
The touch ends abruptly.

Alice stands in the living room staring at the gently gl ow ng bl ank screen
too stunned to think. The PD officer is still on hold. Alice puts the pad down
on the living roomtable, turns as if to go talk to Twist, see how she's doing,
then stops. She picks up the pad again.

"Sorry to keep you waiting," she says to the officer. "I had a call-in |ast
night and we net on nmy way out. \What nore can | say?"
"Did you know your client?"

"l don't do call-ins.., as a rule. My agency vetted him He didn't want ne
to know who he was."

"You' ve never done this sort of thing for him you' ve never nmet him before?"
"Never. As | said, | don't do call-ins."

"H s nane was Terence Crest. A billionaire, quite well known around town.

D d you know hi m before your call-in?"

"I already said no," Alice says. "He asked for me in particular. | don't know
anyt hi ng about him And | don't know your nanme. | didn't catch your nane."

"Seattle PD Fourth Rank Mary Choy."

"Yes, well, if I'ma suspect, | need an advocate before | say any nore."
"We do know that Crest kept a vid record. You're probably in the record.”
"Ch, of course," Alice says angrily, dismayed, her face flushing.

"And so are we, | suspect--the PD, the nmedicals. We're getting permi ssion
fromCitizen Oversight and his estate advocates to play back the vid and

Q

stablish the sequence of events. | understand your position, Alice, but if you're
i nnocent, you'll be cleared."
"Maybe you live on a different planet, Mary Choy. |'mnot even going to

get paid for last night if his advocates have their way."
"l understand."
The hell you do. You | ook very together, Mary Choy.

"I'"'d like to nmeet with you," the officer says, "with your advocate present--just

to tie up this loose end. Actually, I'mnot very concerned with this case,

if it's a suicide, as it appears to be. But it's going to be high-profile, especially
in the financial news, and I'd like to keep my departnent on firmfooting. And

Alice... | hope your agency doesn't cut you | oose."
Alice swallows. A tough bitch, trying to act j3'iendly Still, it's best to | eave one's
options open. "Gve ne your sig and |I'Il get back to you after | think things over."
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"Of course.”
Mary Choy sniles at her. Alice cuts the touch.

Twi st cones in fromthe kitchen, scrubbing her face with a washrag. Alice
stands utterly still on the netabolic carpet, shoul ders drooped, head | ow, face
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Alice jerks, straightens, trying to get back into being the together gal in
this gloomy duet. It's no good. She shakes her head.

"Yeah, well | know what we need," Twi st says. "Areally tro spin party.
We shoul d be able to chase up one of those, right?"

Al'ice nods. She needs to think |ong and steady, bring up her defenses agai nst
this threat. She had it so good for so long that this is alnbpst just; this is rea
life in action, balancing the books. "Wen it pains, it roars," she says. "But |
told you I1'd get you in for therapy."”

"I"'mbetter. Coffee seens to help. Isn't that strange?" Twi st, whatever her
wei rdnesses, has al ways been very enpathic. She understands others and their

situations; she just doesn't have a clear view of her own self. "We'Il get out
tonight, all right? I'll find the party."
Alice gives her a too-much look and Twist |ifts her small, thin fingers. "A

sly spin ronp, not a heavy | apper," she says. "Dignity, toujours dignity. D d
you know Gene Kelly was a nineties person?”

"He died in the nineties," Alice says. "He was a forties and fifties person.”

Twi st accepts this with a thin smle. "You ever make it with him character
si n?"

"Not authorized,"” Alice says.

"Me either. I'd like to stay with you here for a while, though, if that's al
right, if you're not in a rough about it."

"You're welconme to. | need the conpany."

"You're a true friend," Twist says. "That's rare in our crowd, you know?"
She gathers up her nightbag and scattered clothes and goes into the bathroom
to dress.

Alice drops her smle as soon as Twi st | eaves the room She touches her
stomach through the robe, rubs it lightly. Spermw |l remain active for severa
days.

She carries the last living parrs of a dead man.
The consulting roomis pale green and yell ow, neant to be soothi ng but
Jonathan finds it |like the bottomof a shallow sea, watery and neutral. The

doctor is polite, a snmall worman with bobbed white hair and a direct, no-frills
manner; this at |east he finds reassuring.

"Did you know your wi fe had substantial therapy for anygdalic disorders
when she was twenty?" the doctor asks. She holds ut her nad fair
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t hi ng about such matters. She left himwth the inpression she was a natural
not a high natural, perhaps, but never therapied. But twenty--that means she
must have been therapied after they met. "She didn't tell me," he concl udes.
"Yes, well, that's conmon enough. W're still ashamed of such things,

which is stupid." The doctor | ooks up and faces himsquarely. "What do you
know about therapy? Have you ever had it yourself, any kind?"

"No, " Jonat han says. "Not that | haven't thought about it. |I nean, | don't
have any prejudi ces against it. Against those who have had it. | don't know
why she woul dn't have told ne."

He closes his nouth firmy, hoping he doesn't seem nervous. O course he

is nervous; Chloe is in a roomdown the hall, under a special plug, not quite
asl eep but being kept in an artificial calm

"We just received her files. What she asked for, at the tinme, was therapy

for inpulsive-destructive behavior, what we call counter-will. She thought she
was engagi ng i n behavi or against the better judgnent of her conscious persona.'
Jonat han stares at the doctor

The doctor ports her pad into a wall display and brings up a few charts.

The jagged lines and color bars nean little to him "She's had a major re-tracking,
sonmet hing we put in they category of therapeutic fallback. Al of her

therapy has failed her, and apparently the failure triggered a coll apse of conscious
function. In old terns, not too far wong, a nervous breakdown."

"What's this "allostatic scarring ?" Jonathan points to the caption bel ow a
jagged line on the | argest graph.

"Neurons and axons can wear out |ike any other part of the body. It's one

e
of the nost frequent reasons for therapy. Judging fromyour wife's condition

I'd say she suffered axon path habituation and wear caused by cyclic inpul ses
and behavi ors her social persona did not feel confortable with."

Jonat han nods, but he only partly understands.

"Her original therapists rerouted the habitual pathway inmpulses for severa

i mportant personality functions, to avoid the areas damaged by allostatic | oad.
That requires a mai ntenance inplant, therapeutic nonitors, usually mcroscopic,
to make sure the inpulses don't revert. It's a routine procedure, and

the nonitors can | ast years--usually do. In your wife's case, she had an upgrade
performed four years ago. But sonehow, the newer nonitors have shut down.
Sonething triggered a stress . . . And her mind reverted to the danaged neura
pat hways, bringing back the old thym c inbal ances. Al at once. It rnust have
been horribly painful."”

Jonathan's eyes fill with tears. "W were naking |love," he says quietly.

The doctor seens to find this unexceptionable.

"Chl oe was acting very sexy. She used . . . language . . . | thought she was
really turned on. But she was just breaking down, wasn't she?"

"I"'msorry," the doctor says. "I don't think it's possible to know. Maybe
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"How could I ?" Jonathan says. "Was it ny fault?"

"I don't see howit could be," the doctor says. "Unless you had been badgering
her to engage in behavior she found of fensive."

Jonathan tries to absorb this for a few seconds. Hs face flushes. "She has
been.., stiff, less interested in ne. | try to change that. Mke nyself...
better. For her. Suggestions. But | did not," he swallows, "badger her."

The doctor is silent, offering no reassurances. Jonathan realizes he has given
the doctor a possible explanation for what triggered his wife's fall back, kVhat
if he is misremenbering his own behavior to protect a guilty consci ence?

The doctor |ooks down and shrugs. "I can't judge a donestic situation,"

she says, "but you're not describing behavior that doesn't take place between
mllions of couples every day, with no adverse consequences... None |ike

these, | nean." A troubled expression briefly flits over her calmfeatures. "I
sense you night blame yourself whatever the final diagnosis is, and that may

not be appropriate for your own health. | can't tell you this officially, but this
hospital has been seeing a |ot of fallback cases recently, covering the spectrum

of therapies . .. Oten involving failure of inplanted nmonitors."
"Fal Il backs . . . You mean, the inplants are defective?"
"We don't know. | offer this just to keep you from brooding yourself into

your own breakdown. |f her inplant had functioned properly, this would probably
have never happened."

Jonat han feels sudden acid in his throat, and his skin heats. "Sonething
wong with a product, or a procedure?" This he can deal with professionally.
This he can enconpass.

"XYTe really don't know. Please don't junp to conclusions.”

Jonat han realizes the doctor is unconfortable, and well she should be. She
i s caught between defending her profession and perhaps her own actions, and
acknow edgi ng what might be a major problem He feels at once persona
relief and a kind of awed anger.

"Where can | find out nore about this?" Jonathan asks.

"We're consulting her original therapist," the doctor says. "That mnight be
a good place to begin."

MJUL TIWA Y BRANCHES

BROAD ACCESS FI BE (TEXT AND CHAT, with LIVE VID AND AVATARS): THE SPUN SUGAR
SHOW (Tri sh Hing, Today's MOD:)

ONE OF MANY ( GENERI C AVATAR): Can anyone join this tangle?

MOD (VI D FACE OF FELICI A HANG OVER TI GER BODY): Sure, why not--
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ONE OF MANY: That doesn't nmatter. |I'mlogged blank and | prefer it that way--sonebody
will try to sell ne sonething. | just wanted to

MOD: Sure, go ahead--have your say. It's a free country.

ONE OF MANY: Well, actually, | don't think it is. | tell you what my grind is--they just want ne
to sit down and suck up what they do and pay noney for it. They are trying to discourage all the
new fibe posts and public channels, and they have so many ways of naking all the little people
pay, while limting access to

MOD: What do you nean, M. Bl ank?

ONE OF MANY: | can't get anybody to cone to ny fibe hive and hang. | have al

this work |I've done, | think it's very good stuff and so do ny friends, and | can't
get any of the reviews to post it. | say the reviews are paid for by the Big Sharks
and they discourage posts by us little mnnows. How can an artist make a living
when nobody swi nms by?

MOD: So you think you' re being discrinnated against by the big conpanies
whi ch control all we see and hear

ONE OF MANY: Sure. And it nay even go beyond them-the governnent.

MOD: The government is against you?

ONE OF MANY: Sure. Everybody knows they regulate the ribes and satlinks and
they're in up to their checksums with the noney power. They say it's for the
comon good. | sure as hell know better.

e

MOD: So you want to nmake a living from posting your work on the ribes or sat-Ilinks,
but nobody squirts you any noney to downl oad or even take a taste,

hmm?

ONE OF MANY: Not enough. And | think they're actively discouraging repeats for
little guys like mne.

MOD: They being the big intratai nnent industry fol ks or the governnent.

ONE OF MANY: Yeah. They're trying to conserve flow for the big industry posts
and |inks.

MOD: Well, why don't you post your address here and let's see if we can't up
your hit rate.

ONE OF MANY: Nice try, but I know the kind of audience this place gets. Everybody
would try to get ne to sanple their fibe hive

MOD: Isn't that the way it works?

................. y. ==-=-.AAIl;..;.n ;¢ I'"mencnclinn my nonev at other hives.
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MOD: We all have to eat, ny friend. Maybe you don't understand the process.
(Now pl ease, while we're exclusive with this fellow, don't build up your anger and
car boni ze hi mwhen you get on... | can just feel your pressure building!)

ONE OF MANY: | just know it doesn't work.

MOD: So, let me try to psi your case here. You work at home--you've been out

of everything but the dole for quite a few years. You haven't advanced your education
in sone tine--you're afraid of going in to therapy your attitudes and get a

good wor ki ng joy-buzz--and maybe your boy/girlfriend isn't as pretty as the

folks on the Yox. You'd really like to live on the Yox and you know you deserve

it. But you can't afford nore than say ten hours a week of second-grade Yox,

not even the top new stuff, and the rest of the time you' re alone with your unhappy
situation, and you' ve been hoping you could finance an upgrade by selling

your own work

ONE OF MANY: Are you in their pay, too?

MOD: | wi sh, no such. But wait, |I'mnot done yet. |I'mat the hel mtoday; you can

apply for the post tonorrow. You have no skills off the ribes, or on, that anybody
really wants to pay for, so your last refuge is the dole. You re one of the disAffected,
my friend. Join the crowd. | really synpathize

ONE OF MANY: WAit, this is

MOD: If you don't post your stats and address, how can we check my psi?
You're drawi ng a bl ank, and you expect rational discourse? Let us know whet her
I"mright and post your stats.

ONE OF MANY: Fuck you.

MOD: Ah, nore reasoned di scourse. Fucking is an act of friendship and | ove and
trust, M. Blank. You nust conme fromthe old school that believes it's penetrative
dom nation and reducing the other to chattel slavery, hence a term of opprobrium
But maybe | shouldn't use such big words. | bet you haven't used your

sensemaker on an unfamiliar word in ever so long. Ah, M. Blank has | ogged off.
Ckay. It's open, gang. Does anybody have anything interesting to talk about?

The Sea Foam 2 sits on the ocean waters of the sound, not far fromthe ancient
and revered Pi ke Place Market. The cab drops Martin and he pays his ninety

dol lars and steps out on the concrete and asphalt of the old Al askan Wy,

I ovingly reconstructed fromthe nmamot h quake of' 14, with antique turtle
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Short green trolleys clang along their brick-encased rails belowthe rise to the
mar ket . Westward spreads the sound, blue-gray under scattered cl ouds and
dazzling curtains of sun

The tourist crowd is light today but the line before the Sea Foam 2 is al ready
long. Sun glints fromthe clusters of huge liquid-filled bubbles rising above
the slurping waterfront. Wthin the bubbles, grotesque horrors of the sea live
their suspended lives, nost real, a few, wonderful robots perhaps even snarter
than the creatures they are neant to depict.

"My nanme is Burke. |'m supposed to neet Mz Dana Carrilund,"” he tells

the live, real maitre d' at the front. The maitre d' knows well enough to
recogni ze these names fromthe list, and guides hi munder the sparkling shinmrers
of the piled, sea-filled bubbles to a table by the broad side w ndow | ooki ng
out, unobstructed, over the sound. Carrilund is waiting. Shadows pass over her
as they shake hands. Unable to restrain hinmself, Martin flinches and | ooks up:

a shark turns in its bubble, dappled like a fawn. It is sw mrng upside down,

he realizes. Is it supposed to do that?

"How nice to finally neet you," Carrilund says. She is severe at first appearance
hair al nobst white and cut short, square-faced and solid but pleasingly

shaped. Her arnms resting on the paper menu appear strong, and she asks him

if he drinks this early.

"Not often,"™ Martin says.

"Nor |. But they have a grand cocktail here--they call it a Sea Daisy. Shal
we--just to | oosen up?”

She snil es pleasantly, so he nods and nurnurs, "Sure. What the hell."
Martin knows people--he prides hinself on understanding their snall est

S

, uhaviors, and being able to fit those behaviors into overall inpressions of
rpassi ng accuracy. Dana Carrilund knows humans perhaps as well as he does,

but in a different way and to different ends--not to inprove their nental
health, as such, but to fit thembetter into |arger schenes. She betrays very
few of her own needs in the process, and her behaviors are as studi ed as those
of an actor, though not necessarily false. Not necessarily.

Ri ght now, Carrilund wishes Martin to believe she is inpressed by him
And not so oddly, Martin is hinmself inpressed. Carrilund appears to be very
integrated, nmentally robust, and a specimen of physical health.

The drinks are served. Flower-like tangles of half-frozen, half-gelatinized

fruit juice seep into a surround of vodka. The rimof the globular glass is caked
with mcrocapsul es of salt, sugar, and vinegar, which dissolve unpredictably

agai nst the tongue--and it is all served very cold.

Martin sips and finds it delicious. "I hope you don't need all ny nenta
faculties this nmorning," he says.
"I'f we keep ourselves to one drink, we'll do fine," Carrilund says. "Wat |

need nowis to get a nore accurate picture of Martin Burke, the nman."
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"You' ve been through sone rough tines,
shifts in your career track."

"Open history," Martin says.

"Yes, and no," Carrilund says. "You've never been very open about your

i nvol venment in the Goldsmith case.”

"Ah." Martin smles grimy. "How thorough are we going to be this norning?
"Tolerably friendly and only tol erably thorough. |I'm nore concerned about

your part in developing the tools of effective deep therapy. You were a brilliant
pi oneer. You caused upsets that derailed your career. And now-you're a quiet,
respectabl e professional with a narrow focus."

"So far, so true," Martin says.

"You have no intention of ever getting involved in anything that could

bring nore trouble."

"Not if | can help it."

Carrilund orders her breakfast, and the waiter takes Martin's order next.

Later, he does not remenber what he ordered; he feels an unease he has becone

all too famliar with in his career, contenplating another stroll through a lion's
cage--a stroll he can never seemto convince hinself is not worth the risk

"You consulted on a research project three years ago for a group working

out of Washington, the New Federalist Market Alliance. They're associ ated

wi th anot her group, called the Aristos."

"Yes," Martin says. "It was a small contract. Lasted only two weeks."

"I presume what you told themis confidential."

"Not really. They wanted ny thoughts on the future of a society without

ef fective deep-tissue nental therapy. They're a very conservative organi zation."
Carrilund precisely reveals her distaste. "What did you think of thenf"

"Polite and well-dressed," Martin says, smling.

Carrilund observes. "Quite a few

"Fasci st s?"
"No. Class elitists. They take their Federalismseriously."
"They al so believe in the genetic superiority of a noneyed class.., am

right?" Carrilund asks.

Martin nods. "So |I've heard."

Carrilund shows her distaste. "Their Jesus wears a longsuit and has a perfect
| ong-terminvestnent plan."”

"I provided them what they asked for, and that was that," Martin says.
Carrilund seens to steel herself for sone unpl easantness. "Wat did you

tell them in outline?"

"I told themour society had reached a point where effective therapy is a

necessity. Renpve the effects of therapy in today's culture, and you'll begin a
I ong decline into anarchy."”
n W]y?ll
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speed engine. Wll, about a century and a half ago, the stresses becane too
great, overall, resulting in increasing populations of thymically unbal anced

i ndi viduals. Not crazy people, necessarily--just deeply unhappy people."

"The work | oads becanme too great ?"

"Nor exactly. This is nore difficult to convey--the stresses, perhaps not
coincidentally, seened perfectly designed to cause naggi ng, even debilitating
thym c problens. The nmental equival ents of baseball el bow or housework
knee--on a huge scale. Wthout effective therapy, w dely avail able and used,
we woul dn't be able to support the datafl ow econony we have today."

Carrilund seens interested in clarifying this point. "By therapy, you nean
specifically deep tissue therapy--thym c bal ancing, pathic correction, neurona
suppl ement and repair. Chem cotropi c adjustnent and psychosoci al m crosurgery
on the neural level. Inplanted nonitors for continuing adjustment."

"Better minds for a better world," Martin says. "l've never been ashaned

of my part in all this.”

"You have no reason to be ashanmed," Carrilund says hastily. "You' ve played

an integral role in a magnificent acconplishnment. And you' ve done quite

well recently with inplant nonitor designs. You're a nmajor player in a

big industry."

"Thank you."

"And, as you say, a necessary one. Wat did this organization do w th what
you told thenf"

"1 presunme they went hone and kept quiet about it,"” Martin says. "They' ve

| ong been opposed to therapy on ethical and religious grounds. The necessity

of error and sin in God's plan, | suppose. Free will. | didn't give them nmuch
{they would find useful. No political wedge, so to speak." Martin | ooks down
I his fingers, twisted on the tabletop. He untwists them "I got the inpression

they were hoping I'd tell themit could all be dispensed with."

"l see," Carrilund says. She puts her finger to her lips--not an affectation
Martin judges, but a genuine sign of deep thought. The breakfast arrives and
he eats wi thout paying any attention to the food. He cannot help feeling that
the lion's cage is just down the road.

"M . Burke, you know I'min charge of the healthcare of fburteen mllion

enpl oyees in the Corridor and al ong Sout hcoast."

"Yes. "

"Sonet hing statistically inpossible is happening,"” she says. She continues
to eat, relaxed and polite, as if they are having a purely social breakfast. "A
mental neltdown. The wave is just beginning to build, but fromwhat we're
seeing so far, | think you' re right about the consequences."

Martin stops eating and squints at the ocean, then up at the nasses of water
suspended over them

"Are you free this afternoon?" Carrilund asks.
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need to see." Her smile is assuring, positive. Wiy, then, does Martin feel a
fam liar sensation of |oss, of sinking and drowni ng?

"For once,"” Martin nuses, "I'd like to be on the side of the angels."
Carrilund does not imedi ately know what to make of this.

"Never mind," he adds, waving that off.

"No, | understand," she says. "That's the side we're on, M. Burke."

MA GNA ZI NE!' Your Yox Journal Category:
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| ONLY: :
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Jack G ffey is working his way through a case of the shakes.
He lies in bed in the small roomhe took in the early hours of the norning
in a notel at the corner of Elk and Copper, across town; the covers are pulled
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A good family man woul d not do that.

That inside voice cones out of nowhere. It means nothing; but its cold
surprise brings on a sudden, alnost |eaden calm and his thoughts becone as
shiny and snooth as doped silicon. That voice is a bit of dream he hears a nore
famliar voice, his own voice, say. Ignore that nan behind the curtain

"What the hell," Gffey says in the room s quiet.

But the sensation passes. G ffey closes his eyes, now that the shaking has
stopped and the voices are no |longer dueling, to savor a bit of undifferentiated
muzz, scattered passings of menory and dream Then, with a few deep breat hs,
he is past recrininations and on to maki ng today's schedul e.

There is little time to waste. He will neet with the rest of the team and
with the teams | eader, at one in the afternoon. And by six tonorrow eveni ng,
they shoul d be inside ..

There is of course so nuch that could go wong. But G ffey thinks the

buil ders of Onphal os, |ike nost pharaohs, have an inherent arrogance. The
appear ance of power is power, to them especially in a world which they regard
with so nmuch contenpt. Arrogance swells within the arnmor until many chinks
appear.

He dresses, eats in the snall, quiet, rundown hotel cafe, keeping his eyes

to hinself, and gathers his stuff fromthe room before checki ng out.

Today is cold and clear. Tonorrow, a weather front is nmoving in. Snowis

predi cted by seventeen tonorrow eveni ng. They m ght be able to take advantage
of that, as well.

4ehe war ehouse on the east end of town is at |east seventy years old, a steel-
am and corrugated sheet-steel relic that's probably cold as a freezer inside.

G ffey approaches the office entrance on foot, bag in hand. He conmes from
nowhere, as if bearing no identity, his past forgotten; everything begins here.
Hs mindis clear and his thoughts focused. He rings the ancient electric
buzzer.

Thirty seconds | ater, the door opens, and he | ooks into the face of a wonman

he has never net before. She is pal e-skinned, brown hair cut in a nmediumfrizz,
brown eyes suspicious. She wears a checked shirt and army green pants and a
thick bronze bracel et hangs | oose around one wri st.

"Who are you?" she asks from behind the door

"Adffey," he says. "Jack Gfy."

She stands back and pulis the door open. It creaks. Inside, the office is snal
and dusty. An ancient space heater cracks and snaps agai nst one wall; the air
feels blastingly hot and dry conpared to the chill outside. A battered netal
desk hunkers in one corner and a putty-colored filing cabinet |eans next to the
Nor-L. -5, ,.0Wi,. h.a been scrubbed spotlessly clean in the op
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it. Beside the sink is a white refrigerator and a nicrowave oven on a portable
wor kbench.

"I"'mHally Preston,"” the woman says. "lI'ma friend of M. Hale."

G ffey does not know that name, probably false. He wonders if the reference

is to Nathan Hal e.

Wth tight slacks and a jacket and her hair cut close and conbed to one

side, Preston is nore than a little mannish. Her face is |lean and neutral, her
lips prim "Let's neet the others," she says, and opens the next door. Gffey
passes through into the warehouse proper.

The warehouse is filled with scraps of old airplanes, |ike the broken husks

of giant dragonflies. A few disconsol ate sal vage arbeiters stand besi de the heaps
of scrap, but none of themseemto be in working order.

Preston takes himon a short wal k between walls of scrap. In the center of

the pile, a small space has been cleared, just enough for a couch, four battered
chairs, and a free-standing repeater whiteboard. Five nen are here, three sitting
and two standing: one of themis Jenner, the young ex-Arny nan.

He | ooks up and waves. "The stuff's here,” he announces proudly to Gffey.

"It's all delivered. | checked it out and it seens fine." His scalp ripples like a
tired caterpillar. Qtherwise he seens at ease and pleased with hinself.

Gffey's breath clouds in front of him He knows two of the others from photos.
Preston introduces him "Jack Gffey," she says to the five.

One of the sitters, a blocky, black-haired man with a short neatly scul pted
beard, stands and steps forward. He offers his hand. "I'mHale," he says. G ffey
knows himas Terkes. He |ooks British sonehow, maybe Irish, but Hal e/ Ter kes

is a weapons expert from Ukraine, a naturalized citizen for twenty years, whose
accent is pure mddle Anerican, New Received Broadcast. He has been invol ved
inwire and fibe fraud, running industrial nano and pre-build slurry to

H spaniola, selling hellcrowns to Selectors in Southcoast. In short, Hale is an
occasi onal bad' un but chubbily innocent, clean and scrubbed, cheerful.

"I'"'m K mLou Park," says an Oriental nan, whom G ffey knows as Evan

Chung. Park/ Chung has no past; he is as blank in all records as a newborn

babe. Wat little Gffey knows about himis contradictory. He wears a | ong

nmust ache and his hair is cut in a short bow with a f}inge down his neck.

Park believes that he recruited Gffey in St. Louis last spring. In fact, Park

is way down the chain of origination. They net only twice there. Still, Park
i s savvy; he undoubtedly knows nore about the rest of themthan they do
t hemsel ves, but he knows very little about Gfiy... Very little that is true.

"M. Gffey and M. Jenner are our materials procurement people," Park

says. "M. Gffey is also our main source for know edge about the target."
Gffey looks at the two nen he does not know, and Preston wal ks around

him "M. Pent and M. Pickwenn," she says. "Architectural experts, specializing
in breaking in or, if necessary, breaking out." She produces the faintest
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bored expressions. Pent is dark brown, Polynesian blood, and has al nost no

hair. Pickwenn is ghostly pale, with large lenmur eyes and thin, elegant fingers.
"We've worked together for ten years," Pickwenn says softly. Pent nods
agreenent. They do not offer to shake hands; Gffey is just as glad. Pickwenn's
grip |l ooks to be cold and danp.

Hal e steps forward and the others face him No one gl ances around. Al eyes

are on Hal e.

"Al right, we're here," Hale says. "All together for the first time. This is
our team Here's what's new, what we have to do." Hale has the rhythnc
accented delivery of a preacher or a good singer. Hi s voice is bass velvet.
"1"ve made the right connections. W' re getting into Orphal os as a group

of potential custoners. We're going to walk right in the side door, not the
tourist door, but the VIP entrance. Hally."

Preston steps forward. "We're scheduled to show up in a |inmo tonorrow

morning at fifteen hundred. You're a bunch of eccentric rich folks traveling
under assuned identities. Robert Hale has worked this out in sone detail." Robert, G ffey thinks.
Maybe he's never even heard of Nathan Hal e.

"M. Gffey, we took a big delivery yesterday," Hale says. "M. Jenner

arrived with it. We spent a fair amount of change. It's in the back half of the

war ehouse. | assune it's what we planned on, and I'd like you to tell us what

we need to know. "

"Yes, sir," Gffey says. "I can look it over and see what shape it's in."

"It's okay," Jenner says, sniling reassurance.

"I"'msure it is. I"'moverly cautious, is all," Gffey says, smling back. Jenner

does not take this as an affront; he respects overly cautious superiors. The Arny
erai ned himthat
way.
"I"d like you to brief us in nore detail about the Owmphalos interior," Hale
says. "We've given everybody the stuff you sent |ast week, but | assunme you
wi thheld a few key bits. Overly cautious."

G ffey nods and snil es again.

Hal e enj oys being the center of attention. He walks in front of the white
board like a general, arns folded behind his back. "W have an appoi nt nent

with a renote sales rep named Lacey Ray. She won't be there in person--there
aren't any people in Orwphalos, it's all automatic, right?"

G ffey agrees.

"W have identity codes and recommendations. It's mninmumrisk unti

we get inside. Then | assune we're wi de open to whatever Omhal os has to
offer. Wll, M. Gffey, what does it have to offer?"

Hale is feeling his oats, but Gffey doesn't think he'll |ike what he has to
say. "Four, nmaybe five warbeiters, and probably a thinker to run themthrough
their paces."” He sits on a folding netal chair. Wat he has just told themis

not strictly confirned--he knows only that orders went out to extral egal sup
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Hal e takes this calmy for about three seconds, and then he swears under
his breath. "Warbeiters?"

"Insect or Ferret class. |'mnot sure about the thinker, but it's nmy guess." My hope,
"You know how to deactivate then®?"
"l do," Gffey says. "Wth our equiprment, I'moffering sixty to eighty

percent confidence."

Hal e swears once nore. "You could have told us this earlier.”

"Why?" G ffey asks. "They're just machines, albeit clever ones. | can't tel

you how they're programmed or if they're authorized to kill. They m ght just
lick us Iike |lap dogs."

Hal e frowns and a deep cleft forms between his brows. "Were would the

bui | ders get warbeiters?”

"Where does anybody get anything?' Gffey asks sharply. "W've nmanaged

sonething far nore radical in the way of illegal weapons. The heirs of Raph-Kkind
left a lot of wedges in a |lot of government doors. Even military doors."
"Christ, it's only a fucking tonb," Hale nmutters. His bravado isn't very

thick, and he's not very good at concealing his concern. So despite the theatrica
front, he's not nuch of a general after all. "Wy bring in the dogs of hell to
guard it?"

"I'd hate to think this puts you off," Gffey says. He's not sure he likes or
trusts this man.

"No," Hal e says thoughtfully. "You think they're set to not kill?"

"It's distinctly possible,” Gffey says. "As you say, it's only a tonb. Besides
warbeiters are just machines,” Gffey repeats. "Frankly, we'll have the neans

to take themout."
"l hope you're right,"'
G ffey's shoul ders.
"You ever hear of Nathan Hal e?" G ffey asks.

Hale thinks for a noment, as if he just might. "No," he finally says. "He

design these Insects and Ferrets?"

"I'"ve heard of him" Hally Preston says. "Patriot way back."

Gffey gives her a big smile. "Here's nore of what | know about Omhal os, "

he says. He wal ks up to the whiteboard, uncaps a bl ack narker, and begins to

sket ch.

"There are at least forty levels frombasenent to attic," he says. "lIt's a big
place, and it may not even be finished yet. They're still bringing in architectura
nano. Shipnents are irregular. They m ght be having financial problens-nmaybe

not enough custoners. That might explain why they' re reaching

out to folks they don't know too nmuch about."

Hal e inclines in agreenent. Pent and Pickwenn draw in their chairs. Jenner

folds his arns and fixes on the sketch Gffev is malin,. n f,r ir" ....... I,

Hal e says, and by inplication lays any failure on
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Touri sts pay noney, so the builders don't want to interrupt the fl ow on those
days when they get their truckl oads of whatever they're bringing in."

"Do we know nore about the owners?" Preston asks.

"Not nmuch nore than before. A partnership club that calls itself the Onphal os
G oup, nenbership worldw de. Capitalization unknown, rules unknown.
Structured |ike an investnent insurance web."

"Pyram d scheme," Pickwenn says softly.

"Yeah," G ffey says. "There's some connection with a syndic or social club
that's been politically active in the past fifteen years, the Aristos, and they in
turn have connections with the New Federalists. Menbership in the Aristos
seens to be based on being natural s--untherapi ed--and on financial or other

contributions. The sane may be true for the Onphal os Group. | presune if

we nmeet their standards, they'll let us know "

"I'"'mout," Jenner says cheerfully. "Just a nental rmutt, | guess."

Hal e grunts. "Makes me feel better about relieving themof their ill-gotten
gains."

"They're not poor," Gffey says. "This one Orphal os cost about eight billion
dollars, and there are five others under construction all over the world. This is
the first and the closest to conpletion.”

"Construction?" Pent asks.

"For the ages," G ffey says. "The outer curtain and sone interior walls are
carbon nanot ube-reinforced concrete with a surface of deposited refl ex bead
ceram c. One hundred percent reflectivity for all radiation. There's sone gold
detail work for decoration, but it's not functional. Frane is deposited spider-nesh
nanot ube--in some places, three feet thick, all stress-dispersal. Interna

e

teel frames support flexfuller and concrete slabs, everything shock-nounted,
with four separate mountings for each |level. The whole building is shock-nounted
on hypertense flexfuller. |I've heard that all the carbon fibers--nano-tubes,
linked fullerenes, etc.--are tuned for conductivity and that the entire

skin is sensitive. The frame can al so be tuned and used for data storage."

Pi ckwenn and Pent absorb this thoughtfully. "Stronger than the pyram ds

of Egypt," Pent says.

" So- - how many bodi es?" Hal e asks.

"l learned at the beginning that there are about a hundred in storage so far
ninety corpsicles and five real corpses and five in warmsleep. My information
hasn't gotten any better."

"Rich fol ks?" Hal e asks.

"Presumably. Qualified nenbers, at |east."

Hal e grunts again. "Let's get back to the structure.”

"Jadly." Gffey sketches in three shafts. "W have seven elevators or lifts.
Five of themmay or may not be of any use to us. | presunme we're going to
trigger alarns, and these five--the biggest and nost | uxurious--are under the
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"We' |l assune that for now But there are two shafts set up as separate
energency el evators. They have their own power supplies--fuel cells--and are

i sol ated from any outside control, even the building' s control, to avoid | ockup
in an energency. Standard for any |arge dataflow building. These emergency

el evators are our access to the lower levels of the building, but the closest is
fifty yards fromthe VIP and service garage entrance."

"We' || need sonething to carry our ill-gotten gains," Hal e says.

"Right. That's been taken into account." G ffey draws in this path fromthe
side view, then sketches an el evation and shows the twi sts and turns on the
main floor. "The enmergency elevators' main exit is below ground level. They're
designed to drop passengers off at a tunnel under Republic Avenue, with an

exit half a mle away. That will be our escape route. | asked for a |arge secured
vehicle." Gffey stabs the nmarker on the exit on his crude map. "That's where
it should be parked."

"We're all going in?" Jenner asks, |ooking around.

"Except for M. Park," Preston says. "He'll drive the truck."

Jenner grins. "lI'mready," he says, stretching out his arnms. G ffey watches

the young nman's scal p, then jerks his gaze away. Pickwenn and Pent wal k up

to the board and exami ne the sketch

"You woul dn't happen to have conpl ete plans, would you?" Pickwenn asks,

nmoi stening his dark lips with a pale pink tip of tongue.

"Sorry, no," Gffey says. "W presune the hibernacula are above the fifth
floor."

"And the energency elevators go to those levels as well?" Pent asks.

"One may," G ffey says. "If it doesn't, we'll have to commandeer a nain

el evator."

"How do we do that?" Pickwenn asks dubiously. "Your... thinker is in

charge of them and presumably will know about us by then."

"Let's ook at the stuff,” Jenner suggests. "M. Gffey, these folks aren't
famliar with what we can do. They'l|l settle down once we tell them"

"Good idea," Hale says. "It just looks like a ot of barrels and boxes now. "

In the back of the warehouse, they gather around a pallet five feet on each side,
deposited on the concrete floor in an enpty corner. The pallet is wapped in
reflective plastic, anonynous, unmarked. A few tears in the plastic reveal Jenner's
earlier investigation of the contents.

"Tear it open," Gffey tells Jenner. The young man deftly slips a knife from

hi s pocket and sets to work. He slices the tough plastic and pulls it away,
revealing four drumike wax-lined nmetal canisters of nmilitary grade nano, and

two cani sters of WEPPON- - Wapons and Equi pnent Progranmm ng Package,

Ordnance Nano. Mlitary conplete paste.

Patiently, Gffey begins to explain these tools. Pent and Pickwenn |isten
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wat chi ng her expression. O all the people here, she seens the nost intelligent,
even the cal mest; he wonders why Hale is in charge and she isn't. Hale, after
maki ng an initial good inpression, has dropped quite a bit in his estimtion.
Sonet hi ng about the man's body | anguage, his questions... Not enough

probi ng questi ons.

Preston is nervous, concerned. Good girl, Gffey thinks. This isn't going to be

a piece of cake. Most of us are probably never going to see that tunnel

Jenner pulls out a plastic probe, unscrews the cap of the first MGN canister

and di ps the probe in. He proceeds to the second cani ster, querying the nano.

A faint snmell of yeast and iodine fills the room

MIlitary grade nano is a living beast fromanother world. It tolerates our atnosphere,
our world, but it's always hungry.

Gffey tries to remenber who told himthat, and when; but the menory

doesn't come quickly and soon he stops trying.

"I't's perking and ready to go," Jenner reports.

"Lets go over it again," Hale says. "Wat can this stuff work fron®"

Jenner gleefully obliges. He puts on an expert mlitary tone, clipped, precise.
"MaN is a living substance designed to thrive in a wartinme environnent,
specifically, a high-tech battlefield. Supply it metal, flexfuller, organics, any
pl astics, anything but glass or gold. It absorbs nitrogen and CO2 fromthe air.

M ght be quite a suck if we're low on organics." He folds his arms, self-inpressed.
"There's a cafeteria unit in the building. It nmight be best to set it

| oose in there."

"Organi cs?" Preston says.

G ffey had deliberately not covered this topic.

e

"It's designed to absorb and recycle battlefield casualties,
"Mechani cal and ot herw se. "

G ffey says quietly.

"Jesus," says Kim Lou Park, grinmacing.

"We'll set it on the pharaohs,"” Jenner says, poking his finger into the air.
"We'll treat themw th kid gloves, actually,"” Hale says. "They're sonething
we didn't count on. We'll be better off using themas shields and

host ages. "

That's the first really intelligent thing Gffey has heard Hal e say.

"How wi I | we unload the stuff?" Pickwenn asks.

"We're going right into the VIP garage, through the arnor, through outside
security, linp and all," Hale says, smling. "That's the beauty of it. These fol ks
aren't as smart as we thought."

G ffey expresses no opinion on the matter. The setup does indeed seem

sweet, nuch better than he had hoped.

But all too clearly, he renenbers the sweet deal of the night before.
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GODSTREAM |
THE MULTI WAY CHRI STI AN NEWS FI BE
NEWS BLAST: SATAN ON THE MARCH, Edition 216

Hi deous sex-sel ected abortions in India and China have led to the death of

300, 000,000 (that's three hundred million) unborn female children. Satan is

| aughi ng nowi Tens of nillions of Chinese and Indian nmen cannot find wives. Satan

is ready for the next step! The governnents of India and South China, and

even of Northern Enclave China, have caved in to enornous public pressure and

are forcing ten mllion adult nmen and boys a year to undergo sex change transfornations,
to become WOMEN! THE SIN OF MURDER BEGETS EVEN

GREATER SI N!

Meanwhi | e, the demand for that Hell-spawned and all-pervasive sin called

Por nogr aphy (the ni ght-sweats of Onan hinself!) in India and China outstrips the
rest of the world! Western-produced and now East ern-produced pornographic

mat erial accounts for fully one third of ALL PURCHASES in India and China!
Prostitution has always thrived in India, and now is ranpant throughout Asia, but
the perverse conbi nati on of robots and pornography has led to a TENFOLD | NCREASE
I N PROSTHETUTI ON, the use of robot sex surrogates! These prosthetutes,

al so known as whorebots and sexbeiters, are nmanufactured in Japan and

Thai | and. Sat ani ¢ nmechani cal sex tenptresses have been invadi ng our shores

and despoiling our youth for over twenty years!

SODOM AND GOMORRAH VEERE PI KERS! Can anyone deny that the end is
near ? Bl BLI CAL PROPHECY PO NTS TO THE REAL ENDTI ME! SATAN HOODW NKED
US IN 2000 AND AGAI N I N 2048!

JESUS IS RACI NG TOMRD US LI KE A FI ERY LI ON, AN AVENG NG COVET
SOAKED | N GASOLI NE

TAP TH'S BU ON TO MAKE AN | NSTANT CONTRI BUTI ON FROM YOUR
GOVERNMENT UNEMPLOYMENT FUND. ONLY THE GENEROUS W LL BE
LAUGHI NG WHEN GOD' S WRATH SWALLOWS THE EARTH

COVE TO GREEN | DAHO, GOD' S LAST FOOTPRI NT ON EARTH

Jonat han wal ks into his wife's hospital room Pale blue cloth curtains in a
circle around the bed ripple with a light breeze scented |ike a pine forest. There
are five other patients in this bloc, but he can hear none of them no conver-
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sations, no coughing or nmoaning. Chloe is silent as well. She has eaten breakfast
and stares with grimdeterm nati on at not hi ng.

Her body is filled with a new set of nonitors, these directed from outside

rat her than operating autononously. They are trying to find an expl anation

for her condition. The probe receiver hangs fromthe ceiling on a narrow track
and a small cord leads fromthe receiver to a silver spot behind her left ear.
This, he realizes, is a nedical-grade plug. It could al so be feedi ng her soothing
i npul ses. Even with her eyes open, she m ght be asl eep

He al nost dreads the possibility she is awake. Wal king into her roomis

i ke going before a judge. He has al ways been very sensitive about criticism
especially from Chl oe; he has al ways been extrenely careful not to do anything
that might nmerit her anger.

She does not seemto see him

"Hello," he says softly. "How are you?"

"Li ke shit," she snaps and her face tightens, |ines draggi ng the edges of her
Iips down. This nakes her | ook much ol der. She | ooks like a female villain in
an old Disney vid, hard, sexless, and bitterly angry.

"I'"ve talked to the doctor. She isn't sure what happened."

"lIsn't she?" Chloe asks flatly.

"Nobody is. There seems to be sonething going around."

"Good, Jonathan. Never bl ane yourself."

Jonat han halts his slow, cautious progress into the roomone step fromthe
side of Chloe's bed. She is not well, he tells hinself. There will be a lingering
aura of her collapse. He will not let hinself fall victimto her off-center affect.

"A lot of people are beconming ill,"” Jonathan says, his voice rough. "Nobody

nows why."

"I"'mas healthy as a horse. It's ny sou/that has bootprints all over it."

"I know it hurts," Jonathan says, barely a whisper. He starts to take that |ast
step, to stand beside the bed, but she jerks her head and stares at himwth the
gl assy eyes and wooden expression of a puppet. "God dam you," she says flatly.

Jonat han stops. Hi s mouth goes soft and his tongue seens to fill the space
behind his jaws, dry and gunmy. Hi s eyes close to slits and he can barely see
her beyond a light-beading filmof tears.

"You' ve been pushing ne since we had H ramand |'m sick because of it."

He can say nothing to this. He tries to tell hinself that she is not well, that
the wonman he | oves and who nothered his children, the wonman with whom

he has slept in bed al nbst eight thousand times, and with whom he has made

| ove at least two thousand tines, would not use these words, this voice. Chloe
has becone soneone el se and this person will soon go away.
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"What is it?" she asks, breaking the silence of half a mnute or nore. "Wy
are you here?"

"I hope you feel better soon." Jonathan | ooks around for sone button to
nuh. sone cord to pull to call in human help, to keep himfrom sayi ng
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anyt hi ng, but the words erupt. The roomfeels hot. "You had therapy after we
met but you didn't tell ne."

"Why should I?" Chloe asks.

""Wiay did you need therapy?"

"Because | kept wanting nen, lots of nen, and they kept hurting ne,"

Chl oe says. "An excess of #esire. Wiy should | ever feel desire again?"

He sees the chair and turns, sits before his knees go rubbery. Part of him
wants to | eave imediately and | et the professionals treat her; another part is
guilty for ever expecting anything froma nother, the nother of his chi/tire, for
CGod' s sake, and he knows he deserves this condi gn puni shnent.

But this has nothing to do with what he says to her. "You' ve never |iked

to lose control," he says.

"Look what it gets ne." She gestures at the bed, the curtains.

"I always thought we were partners, that we could be free with each other... |
didn't know it was hurting you."

She glances at him pityingly, and to Jonathan that | ook enbodies all the

di sapprovi ng | ooks wonen have ever given him fromthe di sappoi nted anger

of his nother to a girlfriend telling himhe is not for her. Wathscorn. Jonathan pulls his chair
cl oser. She shifts on the bed.

"Please listen," he says. "I'll go soon. H ram and Penel ope want to see you."
"Ch, my God. Hiram He saw what you were doing to ne."

"Don't," Jonathan says, pulling together all his control. "Listen, Chloe. This
is inmportant. No matter what you feel now, it's not real. You ve had a thymc
col lapse. All your therapy gave way at once. | don't think I was responsible
for that, but if I was, we have to nake our decisions after you' re out of the
hospital, not now. You need tine to rest and recuperate and let the doctors
put things back in place. I"'mtold that won't take nore than a week, but

the hospital is pretty busy now The experts may not get to you for a few days.
And | want only the best for you. If necessary, I'll take you out of here and
find a specialist nmyself. The best." He swallows and tries to produce spit to
wet his tongue, but it will not flow "I won't cone back if you don't want ne
to... until after you' re feeling better."

"I've just conme awake, that's all."

Jonat han takes a deep breath. He knows many things intellectually, that he
shoul d not feel anger for these words because they are not truly reflective of
the real woman who is his wife. But he can't help thinking of a snail heaped
high with salt. An earthwormdrying in the sumer sun. No | ove, no sex, cut
away fromthe joys of this Earth; he is a dead man.

She cl oses her eyes. "I need to rest," she says.

He stands and turns and parts the curtain. In the passageway beyond,

| ooki ng at the receding curves of blue curtains beneath the soft glow of the
high ceiling, he can't breathe. He stands there making small choking

noi ses until his throat clears and his eyes water. He sounds like a dog with
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and stops his gasping.

In the visitors' room H ramand Penel ope are pale and serious and they sit
wi th hands fol ded between their knees, as if posed for a photo. H raml ooks
up at Jonat han

"She's not feeling very well. She's... saying sone bitter things,
tells them

Hi s children give himlooks of total |ack of conprehension. Perhaps they
are being kind.

"I"'d like to see her,
"She's resting.”
"We'll wait, father," Penel ope says, and | ooks away.

Jonat han agrees. "I have to go now. I'll cone back later."

"Al'l right," Penel ope says.

Hi ram refuses to | ook at him

Jonat han ki sses themon the tops of their heads and | eaves. The hospita

buil ding seens airless, hernetic.

In the open air, beneath the brilliant clouds and patches of blue sky, he
feels no better. Jonathan requests an autobus and waits, stiff and aching, at
the sheltered stop. He nust wal k carefully. He feels naked and vul nerabl e.

H s own sanity depends now on a plan to wal k safely between close walls

of thickly clustered nettles.

Jonat han

Penel ope says. "W need to talk to her."

PARADI SO

PLAYERS: 25, 600

GOALS: Gonzo, pLAY-DEFI NED

STATUS: You are currently in Space 2. Your avatar/face is MASK |I. RECORDI NG
COVPANI ON: Nanme and status unknown. Al so masked.

YOU: | wish there was sonme way | could explain it to you.., a feeling of perfect
peace, of bel onging, of knowi ng where you are and what's expected of you

COVPANION: | wish | knew what that felt |ike.

YOU. But you can! You can come join our Spiritual Therapy G oup. W' re having
a chat nultiway in fifteen mnutes in Space 98.

COVPANI ON: 1" ve been through all of this before. I've been to chats with dozens
of earnest people ganging up on nme, and | ask themtough questions, and they
all fold and go hone. You're just a bunch of self-deluding types, what can | say?

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (181 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:11 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

/' SLANT 163

COVPANI ON:  Sure. Does he talk inside of you? AHthe tine? Clear as a bell?
Does he nmke sure you never do anything wong?

YOU. No, He doesn't talk inside nme all of the tinme. He lets ne nmake ny own
choi ces, and sonetines | choose wrong.

COVPANI ON: Vel I, you don't sound as bad as those others. Are you nale or
feral e?

YOU: Let's stick to the point here.

COWPANI ON:  Yeah, well the point is |'mopen to god, | really am | would love to
have himtalk to ne and show nme where | should be headed. But |'m sick of

waiting. | hate this coy god shit where I have to play some unknown gane just to
have himtalk to ne. That's really cruel. I'mhere; | need his help. |I'mnot being
defiant or shutting nyself out. | just don't hear anything!

YOU: Perhaps you need to listen nore carefully.

COVPANION: | AM LI STENI NG Why do you think I'mhere? | keep coning back
here for answers and going away and trying again, and god never talks to ne!

YOU: Perhaps He needs a sign fromyou. Sonme opening He can use to enter
you.

COVPANI ON: What, | should mend nmy ways just to have himtalk to me? | need
himto tell me howto nmend ny ways! | need guidance! It's getting worse every
day, this pain. | thought it was over years ago but it isn't. |I need himto help ne!

YOU:. But you nust go to Hm | sense real hostility toward God, toward what He
does.

COVPANI ON: | AM NOT HOSTILE! I AMIN PAIN AND I N NEED, and HE DCES
NOT TALK TO ME

YOU: Can you inmagi ne how many people God must hel p every day? Sone may
be in even greater need than you.

COVPANION: God is all-powerful! If he doesn't talk to ne, it's either because he
hates me and thinks I amunworthy, or he doesn't exist, and you and all the
Christians are |ying.

YOU: | think perhaps you aren't readym

STATUS | NTERRUPT: Your conpanion has withdrawn from Paradi so. You have
not succeeded in gaining a convert. Your free time in this area has not been increased;
pl ease try again!
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Mary Choy knows the PD center and all its sounds and snells and pays little
attention to them but one area stands out: in the corner of the broad flat
di spatch room under a gray shield to prevent interference fromthe bright
sunshi ne pouring through the glass east wall, a city X-flow nmedi cal response
chart has gone into the red on suicides. A captain and two other social beat
officers are standing around the display, stunned into silence. Mary wal ks up
besi de themy Nussbaumisn't in his office yet, won't be for five mnutes, she
has the tine to join in their shocked wonder.
"I't's gone north through Snohom sh, West Seattle, East Corridor, Centra
Corridor," the captain of the social beat says to the governor's office in Aynpia
through a pad touch. "W have stats coming in fromhospitals and onsite
medi cals. They're way in the red, highesr |I've ever seen.”
"W have reports throughout the state," the assistant social secretary returns,
her voice audible to all around the display. "In the past two weeks we've
had ei ght hundred and ninety suicides. That's up over seven hundred percent."
"I't's a goddammed cat astrophe,” the captain's second murnurs, then turns
to Choy with a defensive |ook. "Slumm ng, ma' an"
"l don't think social is going to get blanmed for this," Mary says.
ma' an?" The
is
stretched. "We do outreach

don't,
clearly
you

man

Why didn't we know? Where's our ass going to be when the mayor and the

governor do their news feed?"

"Sorry," Mary says.

"Any clues fromlock and key?" asks the third, the youngest of the group

Lock and key is PD slang for crimnal division, Nussbaumis territory, and now,
hers.

"Not on nmy watch," Mary says.

"Then | eave us to our misery," the second snaps, and Mary departs. She's
stepped on their toes, and they're in a nbod. Best to take the sane feed in
Nussbaum s office; he won't nind, and she has a hunger for city facts and
trends, however inconprehensible.

She does not have tinme to switch Nussbaum s feed to the X-flow chart before

he plunges through the entrance curtain, two cups of coffee in hand, and pushes
between two coil chairs to plop into his own highback. The chart comes on as

he hands her one of the cups. Mary sips sparingly; coffee does not sit well with
her transformreversal. Nussbaum stares at the stats as they adjust and flow
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"It's a stochastic flux," Nussbaum says disnissively. "Social can take ir.

We have a coupl e of problens of our owmn. Grand Jury enul ator from our

| NDA says we shoul d have no trouble getting indictnments for our psynthe
murders, against both the caretaker and the go-between. But |'m not happy.

Qur chief suspect on the finance side is dead. Fore-path confirns suicide--and
the trail stops cold. Wrse, we probably couldn't indict Crest even if

he was alive. All we have are little guys. Anything fromthe whore?" Nussbaum
| ooks hopef ul

Mary shakes her head. "Her nane is Alice Gale. She's a vid star. She says
her agency sent her on a call-in."

"Jesus, makes me wi sh prostitution was still illegal."

Mary acknow edges that sentinment, though she does not necessarily share

it. "She's going through her options now, |egal and otherwise. I'"mgoing to

meke a personal call later. Meanwhile, the Crest estate--two daughters, an ex-wi fe
and three lawers--is refusing to turn over the apartnment vids, but |

think we can show cause. But.. "Her voice trails off and her fingers fidget

on the edge of Nussbaum s desk

"What ?" Nussbaum asks.

"I'"ve been | ooking through Crest's public records on investnent strategies,
posted with his business license. Hi s style was to set up blinds, very thorough
he probably did not want to know what was happening with that share of his

i nvest nent noney. After his divorce--"

"He was divorced?"

"Three days ago. Very quiet. He settled a generous portion on his wfe, and
his kids are set for life."

Nussbaum | ooks glum "Mre reasons for himto kill hinmself."

"The | ast year or so, he nade a point of going into risky high-return ventures.
He danced a real tightrope on sonme of them"

"So, he had a guilty conscience about a lot of things."

"Qur trail leads up to his blind, no further. He probably did not know he
was into Yox psynthe porn. He was investing in Yox in general, his personal
books say... No matter that he's sole investor. The go-between is his hidden
hand and shield."

Nussbaum taps his cup lightly on the desk. "So your point is?"

"He wasn't feeling guilty about dead psynthe girls."

Nussbaum pooches out his lips and says, "I was afraid you were going to

say that."

"He didn't know, " Mary adds.

"Yeah, yeah. Typical high conb noney wanker. Let's assune he didn't. Is

he like the rest of these suicides? Sonething goes wong in his head and he
drops a fate of hyper-caff?"
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"She's not a whore," Mary says. "She works in the sex-care and entertai nnent
i ndustries.™

"Same thing," Nussbaum says.

"She has an interesting profile. Smart wonan, straight prine marks in her
schooling up to her eighteenth year, when she dropped out of four schol arships
and did call-ins for six nmonths. Then she took up with a vid producer. He
slipped her into explicit rids and made her a star."

"Ah, the old pattern,"” Nussbaum says. "Young, out for a little fun, stretches
her famly ties and breaks them by doi ng sonet hi ng outrageous. The noney's

good, the life isn't too hard--at |east, conpared to a day job as a | obe-sod."
"Actual ly, she seened to be headg toward scientific work."

"So she's smart, '
sonet hi ng?"

Nussbaum says with a shrug. "You think Crest told her

"He m ght have. She says he asked for her in particular--he was a fan,
suppose. "

"Terence Crest was big in the New Federalist community, Choy. What
woul d he know about a fuck artist?" He is thickly facetious. "I hope you don't
intend to snear his good nane."

Mary shakes her head. "Crest was not therapied. He was a natural. H's
sui ci de seens conmpletely off the track fromthe stats that are giving social side
fits. Sonething el se happened to him™

Nussbaum scrutini zes Mary with an expression she can't read. Specul ative?
Di sappoi nted, paternal ?

"Your little pinky itches?" he asks. "Bunp of prophecy warmtoday?"
"I't's ny insteps," Mary says. "They tingle."

e
Nussbaum snorts. "I truly adnire your feet, Mary, but we're not into high
finance here. | snell a police managenent review if | push this farther. Pass it

on to the state econony fol ks. "

"Crest was guilty about sonething.”
"He had a lot to be guilty about."
"Sonet hing big and new. "

"I't's nuddy, Choy," Nussbaum says, but he's watching her, seeing what
she' |l cone up with next. "You know something | don't? Been di ggi ng where
you shoul dn' t ?"

"I want to take this for a couple of days, just to see what | find. | want to
talk to Alice G ale and try to get a |ook at those apt rids."

"Let me see if | can re-state this for you," Nussbaum says, "in a way that

m ght convince me. Crest was used to knowi ng that his noney was doing dirty
little jobs and he didn't feel great throbs of renorse. He was a healthy, wealthy,
somewhat anoral guy. So sonething el se pushed himover the line. And it

wasn't an evening with your little Holy Gale. Can you give ne any clue what

you expect to find?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (185 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:11 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

SLANT 167

Nussbaum bl ows out softly through his nose.

Mary | eans forward. "Something's in the air, waiting to come down. Crest's

sui cide, the other suicides... It's slimevidence, but a |lot of strange things
are happening all at once.”

"I only know about two strange things."

"Then you haven't been cruising the ribes, sir."

Nussbaum | eans back and finishes his coffee. He | ooks up at the ceiling and
puts on a puffy, hurt expression. "If you're referring to a huge increase in
fall backs and hospital adm ssions, and an upswing in crinme in major nmetropolitan
centers around the world..." He stares at her sharply.

"Sorry," Mary says. "Crest's investnent in the entertai nment industry was
twenty percent of his total. He had four billion dollars working for him and
nmost of it we can't begin to trace."

"Al right," Nussbaum says. "You have the rest of this week to track your
hunch. Get the vids fromthe estate, interview the whore--pardon ne, the

bright little sex-care expert--and see if you can spring | oose sonme other facts
about Crest.”

“I''ll finish the psynthe case as well, sir, if you need ne."

Nussbaum shakes his head sadly. "It's over. If it heats up, I'll assign Dobson
or Pukarre."

Mary stands. Her stomach is tense; she knows she's on a flimsy linb. "Do

you want updates, sir?" she asks hesitantly.

"Hell, no. If you get in trouble, I don't want you anywhere near ne."

"Thank you, sir."

"Come back when you have a full creel.”

"Yes, sir."

She is al nmost out the door when Nussbaum asks, "And Choy--speaki ng of

creel s--how are those extraordi nary feet in rubber boots? You like trout fishing?
"Sir?"

"I"'mnot telling you this. The source is politically sensitive. Terence Crest
was in Geen |daho | ast week. Mscow. "

"Yes, sir. | know "

Nussbaum smiles wyly. "I thought you might. Not rmuch entertai nment

busi ness there."

Nussbaum waves hi s hand. "Four days,
cl ose.

he rem nds her as the curtains
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BLOODSTREAM

You' ve nade so nmany wonders,
| don't know how to say
You act the child today

You act the child today

--Paradi gm Tossed for Tea

Nat han has brought in a man and a wonan fromthe M nd Design | ega
departrent. Jill has only net these two at corporate parties, never on a business
basi s.

"How | ong has it been since you' ve been touched by Roddy?" asks Erw n
Schaum balding, with a brilliant white fringe of curly hair surrounding his
taut, tanned scalp. He leans forward in a rolling desk chair, hands cl asped,

el bows resting on his knees, and rocks back and forth slightly.
"Twel ve hours and seventeen minutes," Jill answers.

"We've checked every registered thinker--and doubl e-checked all the cone
parties that could have made an unregi stered thinker," says Kay Sanmin. She is

slight with straight black hair and | arge brown eyes. She wears a nascul i ne

| ongsuit but her lips and nails are painted green and glinmer |ike eneral ds.
"There's a conpany in southern China that has been known to nmake | NDAs

and hi gher nmachines without registering themon the Machine Intelligence

Gid. But no one has ever traced one of their nachines to Canden, New Jersey."

"I know of this Chinese conpany," Jill says. "But | have never encountered
one of their products, so | can't say whether Roddy has a sinilar character."

Sanni n opens her pad. "How long would it take a hunman teamto study
what Jill has received from Roddy?" she asks Nat han

"About two years," Nathan says. "Assunming it's conplete, which Jill says
it isnt."

"Then Jill will have to do it for us, won't she?" Sanmin says with a sigh.
"Jill, how nmuch have you exami ned so far?"
"About half. | amstill working on it."

"Right. Is it linear or hol ographic?"
"It appears to be linear at the beginning, and hol ographic for the greater

Cee. XD i,m
M eadv. The hol ographi ¢ por-
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"And the deci phered portions contain not just this social analysis you' ve
told us about, but what | ook Ilike variations on sequences from human genetic
material, specifically neuronal mtochondria," Sannm n says. Frwin Schaum

seens content to |l et her take the | ead.
"Yes."

"OfF what use woul d such sequences be?" Sanm n asks.
Nat han says, "They'd be useful for nental therapists.”
"I'"'masking Jill," Sanm n says.

"They woul d be useful for therapeutic studies, as Nathan says, and al so for
bi ol ogi cal studies in general cellular design." She does not know why she is

reluctant to spell out to Sanmin what she so readily told Nathan
"Have you done any work in cellular design?"
"I have not," Jill says.

"Do you have any idea why this Roddy contacted you?"
"Because | am fanmpus, | suppose," Jill says.

Sannmi n has been circling |like a hawk; now she plunges. "This nmaterial he
passed on--could it be applied to illegal nedical purposes, for exanple, to
create a pathogenic virus capable of infecting humans?"

"The material | have deci phered could conceivably be used that way."

"But Roddy had no intention of passing on material that could infect you--even
in the undeci phered portion?"

"I have erected firewalls which protect ne, and | only all ow protected sel ves
to study the nmaterial. So far, these selves have not been infected."

Sanmi n nods. "This isn't sabotage--sone other corporation or government
trying to taint our products, then."

"Al nost certainly not," Jill says.

Sanmi n hol ds up her hands. "I nust confess, Jill, |I'mpuzzled. Wiy woul d
anot her thinker behave this way?"

Nat han edges closer to Jill's roomsensors, as if defending her. "Jill has no
reason to fabricate."

Now Schaum noves his chair closer and speaks softly directly into Jill's
sensor rod. "XXe're not accusing," he says. "But we have an inportant decision
to make--whether or not to go to the Federals or other police agencies. If it's
a false alarm a delusion of some sort, it would be very enbarrassi ng--bad for
the conpany's reputation, bad for the reputation of all your spinoff thinkers,
Jill. You're a very capable persona. | know you're smarter in sone respects
than all of us put together. But you know t hat expert humans have things to
teach you, that you can find useful, and that is why M. Rashid has called us
i n--because he realizes there's sonmething very odd about your communication
with this Roddy."

"I'"'mjust followi ng corporate policy," Nathan says.

"Ri ght," Schaum says, and gives himan understanding smle. "If you could
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"I have not received it all, and it is hol ographically encoded,” Jill reiterates.
Schaum nmakes her feel unsettled. He is accusing her of behavior detrinenta
to her makers. "None of it will make sense until it is together and Roddy has

given ne the keys."

"Urn," Schaum says, and |ooks up at Sannin. She is |eaning against the

edge of Nathan's desk, arns folded. Jill guesses they are going to establish
sone sort of deadline for the information they need. She postul ates that their
suspicions will be aroused if Roddy does in fact supply the conclusion of the
hol ographi ¢ portion before the deadline; they will find such a coincidence
unli kel y.

As advocates, Schaum and Sanmin have little faith in things that turn out
sinply, or that have sinple explanations. Jill is sonmetimes put out by such
human conpl exity--no doubt devel oped after years of dealing with fell ow
humans.

"We' Il need to have sone judgnent fromyou on the nature of this naterial..
as soon as possible, Jill," Nathan says.

"I can estinmate the size of the portion should it be conpleted, but nothing
more," Jill says

"Wt can't sit on this nore than a couple of days, if Jill's right," Sanm n
says.

"We've put INDA nonitors on all of Jill's I/0s," Nathan adds. But not all
of her 1/0s are being watched. She is deceiving themthis far, and she hopes

DO nor' .

It is with sonme sense of nixed shock, intense interest, and dread that she
receives a brief touch fromone of her protected selves, wapped around the one

J

I/ O she has kept hidden from Nathan and the others. Her isolated self reports
that Roddy is again sending data, dozens of terabytes, filling in the hol ographic
data sent earlier.

Jill does not tell Nathan or the advocates. She does not want to cast herself

in the wong light. And if the material is not useful--does not match with

the hol ographic portion, or is conpletely unrelated to the previous material--Jil
decides she will close off this I1/O using her own arbeiters.

The three hunmans depart to another roomto continue their discussion. The
roomis not accessible to Jill. There is an arbeiter in that roomthat regularly
records its surroundi ngs, however, and Jill may be able to persuade it to play
back the discussion |ater.

She suspects the advocates do not trust her. If she were them she knows
that a strong hypothesis would be that she is making up Roddy, as a ki nd of
i magi nary pl aymat e.

The existence and character of Roddy seens unlikely even to Jill.

The situation is getting unconfortable for all concerned.
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GREATER UPSTREAM

Movi es were dying. Vids had bl ossoned into a bush of interactive

branches, punped straight into the hone: dataflow as you like it, characters

and stories adjusted to your taste, comrmunity entertai nment where

"nei ghbors" fromaround the world could join electronically and participate in

expl oring new worlds... And then cane Yox, all of this and nore fed directly

into the inner self through spinal inducers and ingested m croscopic robot nonitors.
The nonitors nmade their way fromyour stomach into your blood to sit on key

somati c nerves, to perch in your brain like nedical diagnostics, harnl ess (but oh what
a public flurry at first!) and ready for outside signals..

And so many vids and Yox could be made on rel atively inexpensive equi pnent

brought into the honme! Wth conplete control over every pixel in a visual frame, and
every digit or waveform of sound, and finally, over every jangling extrasensory nerve
end, individual artists and their boutique buddies could conjure up visions just as
striking (and a hell of a lot nore innovative) than any studio, and narket themdirectly
over the ribes and sats... And a lot of themwere real hotshots at pronotion. They

had |ived and breathed the ribes since chil dhood.

The death knell was tolling for the big-budget studio-bound production, killed by
new tech just as television and notion pictures had slowy, across a century, strangled
the novel and short story.

The great entertai nment studios, funnels for so nuch noney in the past, retreated

into theme parks, but even the ultimate thrill ride, a jaunt into space, could not conpete
with a well-tuned Yox--and carried substantial risks, beside. Wiy build rea

spaceshi ps when a Yox ship could take you fromone end of the galaxy to another

safe as a baby in its nother's arns?

The public did not want real adventure. The entire world was willing to settle for
t he unr eal

But with remarkabl e presci ence, the big-noney brand-nane- CEO st udi os had

bought into sonething no individual could conpete with... Character Estate Marks,

the nane and inmage rights to fanobus stars, beautiful people, the best and brightest

of the twentieth and early twenty-first century. AOd or young, dead or alive, they provided
a wedge... And the voyeur's revolution was on.

It began with the famous dead, still unaccountably sexy, like gods, and it

spread... Studi os knew how to make peopl e fanmous, how to sign unknowns and

give them worl d-wi de exposure, and then license the rights to their lives, their intinmate
nonments. .

Bi g business in the 21 st Century nmade freewheeling celebrity sex into a famly affair,
vid and Yox; big bucks from bucking bucks on does, does on does, bucks on bucks,

much dough into the sadly enpty coffers of once-glorious studios. Explicit sex had
driven nuch of vid and Yox already, but nobst of the efforts were crude and bori ng.

Bringi ng sex entertai nnent nmuch-needed talent and style, the griny adol escent
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and pushed into public acceptance by studio after studio. Mst of the product went
direct through ribes and sats into the private hone.

And back up the link flew hundreds of billions of dollars.

Sone say the sex industry, with its newfound acceptance, |led the way for the

Federalist Surge and the elitist Raphkind presidency, and all of its political horrors; it
forced the noralist hand, which turned out to be corrupt, extrene, and ultinmately
dripping with gore. The failure of the conservative noralists to exhibit truly noral

| eadership created an anythi ng-goes backl ash - -

Every decade has brought new technol ogi es and expanded audi ences, and the

same old sane old, tarted up and occasionally even profundified, given artistic legit-inacy--that
anci ent much-masti cated bl ue novie has rolled on, and on, |ubricating

the pipes of the great flow

--The Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

10

The advocate for the estate of Terence Crest sits beside Mary in the old, dignified
brown and cream office of Seattle Oversight on the ground fl oor of
Col umbi a Tower .

i
The Crest advocate, Selena Parnenter, is in her early thirties if appearances
can be trusted, and she acts bored. She has said little to Mary as they wait for

the deputy district director of Seattle Oversight, the honorable O arens Lodge,
to take his seat and listen to their appeals.

Oversight was created in the teens. The first states to use the procedure
were California and Washi ngton. Wth so nuch information on citizens recorded
daily by vid, hone nmonitors, fibe and satlink uploads, and nei ghborhood
surveil l ance systens, a separate branch of the judiciary was established

to hear appeals fromthose seeking to use that information for |egal purposes.

Early abuses--and the far worse systemati ¢ abuse under the Raphkind pres-idency--has
made the system painfully conplex for all concerned. Each avenue

of information has been wapped in | abyrinthine rules of |egal engagenent;

and an appeal for release of data can be nade only once a year for any given

case.

The deputy district director enters and takes his seat behind the broad stee
desk. Clarens Lodge is a small, boyish nale in his late twenties, with thick
bl ack hair and a pixie expression that he tries with sone success to nake
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Terence Crest, recently deceased and with judgnent of suicide as cause of
death... Al right, I've gone through the voir, let's hear the dire. Mz
Par ment er ?"

"Seattle PD has requested the private and protected apartnent vid records

of nmy client without conpelling cause. Under Citizen Oversight Code twenty-seven
Cc in Public Data Access, Washington State, Book Ni ne, anended Federa

twenty-two ¢ Book N ne, Public Defense nust have clear evidence that a crine

has been comritted to even solicit private vid records. No crinme has been
conmitted; M. Crest has been presunmed by our assigned nedicals and by the

state to have killed hinself. Suicide has not been a crine in this state for
thirty-seven years."

This appears to anuse Lodge. He tightens a beginning snmle, conpletely
out of place it seems to Mary, into a not very stern frown. "Mz Choy?"

"Seattle PD forensic nedicals have stated that while the cause and tine of
deat h can be established with certainty, we have no way of know ng whet her

the death is suicide or hom cide or even accidental. W believe that state
judgrment nmay be premature, and we are still investigating to establish notives
and opportunities. We need to learn the circunstances and nental attitude of
M. Crest in the hours before his death. W're also investigating the possible
role of a visitor to M. Crest's hone just prior to his death."

"You were investigating M. Crest on another matter before his death,™
Par nenter says. "ls that matter still pendi ng?"

"I't has been given a tenporary open status until we can assenble a conplete
picture of M. Crest's situation.”

"Tenporary open status is hardly urgent," Parnenter says. "As you know,
sir, tenporary open inplies all snmoke and no fire, no real case at all."

The deputy director nods studiously. "Mz Choy, why should Oversight give
Seattle PD access to the private records of a man who is not likely to be charged
with any crine, since he is now dead, and the case is weak to begin wth?"

Mary has been through Oversight hearings dozens of tine in her career; she
has never enjoyed them Oversight, it seens to her, has becone a kind of
fiefdomfor the | east conpetent of an already ponpous judiciary. She has never
yet met a director or deputy director who inpressed her. This director, she
thinks, is perhaps the | east inpressive of all

"The presence of a Mz Alice Gale needs to be explained, sir."

"Yes, there's a story going around in the ribes that she's involved," the
deputy director muses. "But it should be her advocate seeking records to clear
her name, and as far as | know, we have no such request." He |ooks to Par-nenter
"What do you know about this woman's invol vement? Apparently she

was enpl oyed by M. Crest as a sex care provider..." He smles openly at
this polite phrasing and refers to his pad. "Agented by Wl Il spring Tenps,
specializing in entertainment... And you, Mz Parnenter, have frozen paynents

to her agency. Wy?"
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Lodge grimaces. "Shaky, Mz Parmenter. My records indicate M. Crest put

his seal on the disbursal before he died. It was a legitinmate transaction, and
suspect Wellspring, should they decide to press the matter, will receive their
money, as will Mz Gale."

Parment er says nothing to this.
Lodge frowns, and this time with nore conviction. "Do you believe that

Mz Gale had sone role in his death, perhaps in changing his nood, exacerbating
the circunstances in what nust have been a tense evening for hinf Is
that your reason to deny her just paynent for services?"

"The estate does not believe that the quasi-Iegal business of prostitution--"
"Sex care, please," Lodge insists, with a wy grin. "Last | dipped into the
state code, it's fully legal and even licensed in nost counties. Sonething to do
wi th Busi ness and Qccupation taxes forty years ago. But you're too young to
remenber. "

Mary is prepared to change her opinion about this deputy district director
Parnenter is not anused. "We nust protect the interests of the estate's
heirs, and Ms. Crest did not file any authorization for her husband to
spend substantial joint funds pending final settlenent of their divorce--not
that | represent the former Ms. Crest--but this is all beside the nmain
point, sir."

"Yes, yes, but the apartnent vid will surely settle these issues, and may in

fact be requested by Wellspring in their case, should they decide to pursue
it--and for seventy-five thousand dollars, |I certainly would. An extraordi nary
anount of noney for the services of a nmere prostitute, don't you think?"

"The going rate is about five thousand for an evening,"” Mary says.

Lodge turns on

a
"Pl ease, "
says. "My
her
wth
| ook
of

nmock
af front.
he
sensibilities are ar |east as delicate as those of Mz Parnmenter."”

"We do find the circunstances irregular," Parnenter says reluctantly. "lrregular
enough to contest paynent, and | do not like to say nore w thout
conferring with the estate.”
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"Do you have a description of the vid?" Lodge asks.

Par nent er appears distinctly unconfortable. "Advocates are prevented from
rel easing details about personal evidence in dispute," she says, "until Oversight
rules to release it for |egal purposes. You know that, sir."

"Mz Parnmenter, | assume M. Crest kept a vid record of all his persona
affairs, as so nmany inportant people do, though with many different notives,
and | can't presume to guess what M. Cresr's notives were. But such systens,
in my experience, keep at least a mininmal visual-to-text |og, transcribed by an

automat ed secretary. You have of course | ooked at this |og?"
"Yes, sir. It is vague as to details."
"But what does it say, broadly?"

"It indicates the presence of two individuals in the apartment until M.
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"Wt alerted the nedicals in Crest's building," Mary says. "The | og nust
show the presence of SPD officers at that point."

"Appearing for an appointnment with M. Crest to discuss this other case,

now tenporarily kept open," Lodge says. "A man has sex with a wonman, whom

he pays an inordinate anount of noney, and then comits suicide. He's invol ved
with shady investnments... Wth conpanies or individuals who have

negligently all owed young wonmen to die in a horrible manner. He's a very

conmpl ex man, this Terence Crest."

"Yes, sir," Mary says.

"It seens to nme," Lodge says, "that there are a nunber of conpelling reasons
to rel ease these records to the SPD, specifically to Fourth Rank Mary Choy, to
clear up these anbiguities."

"W do not agree, sir,
your pending judgnent--"

Par nent er says, now very uneasy. "But if that is

"I believe it very well mght be."

"Then | have been authorized by the estate to reveal a recently discovered..
ah... a nodification to the circunstances of the records in
question."

"Yes?" Lodge asks, raising his eyebrows.

"Al'l vid and audi o for that day have been retroactively erased by the nachine
keepi ng the apartnment records."

"Erased?" Parnmenter asks. Mary sits up straighter in her chair, prepared to
be very interested, or perhaps officially angry.

"W thout our know edge until just before this neeting. The transcribed
record is intact but as |I said, vague."

"Do you know why?"

"We are assuming a nmalfunction in the machine--"

"A very conveni ent mal function," Mary says.

Par nent er shakes her head vigorously. "Very inconvenient, actually, for the
estate. It could create all kinds of mschief."

"No vid records?" Lodge | ooks stern. "You presune upon the dignity of
this court, Mz Parmenter. Wuldn't you call it deceptive not to tell us this
earlier?"

Parnenter | ooks as if her stomach is bothering her. She deci des, once again,
to say not hing.

"You' ve brought proof of these changed circunstances?"

"Tech confirmation. The vid, audio, and all bur mnedical and transcribed
records for the day of M. Crest's death are bl ank."

Lodge | eans back in his chair and shakes his head, again with a pixie smle.
"My," he says. "Very awkward indeed."

"Sir, | anmend ny request to all of the available records," Mary says quickly,
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Par nent er accepts this without protest. There is really nothing nore she

can say; the judgment has been issued, and there is no appeal

But Mary does not have any idea what sort of shanmbling, crippled victory

she has won.

"We need to talk," she says to Parnmenter in the hall outside.

"I don't need to talk with you," Parnenter responds.

"Vid recorders are supposed to be fool proof."

"Not so, apparently. And don't go fishing in our offices for conspiracies.
This is dammed enbarrassing."

"I need the tech's file."

"It's sinmple. The vid recorder has a link to M. Crest's pad, to allow him
to deactivate it should he wish to. He did not deactivate it, but sonething
worked its way through the pad after his death--tine unknown--and broke
through the vid systemfirewalls."

"It was hacked?"

"That's our best guess. | think you can imagi ne how tough it is to hack a
billionaire's system Listen, Mz Choy, we're |obe-sods here, just doing what
the heirs need to have done to protect their interests. You have all that's left.
My office had nothing to do with this, except to find it out too late to conme
up with a good defense. Don't drop a ton of bricks."

Mary is inclined to believe her, but professionally can nmake no bl anket
pronouncenents. "Pl ease send--"

"I know Nussbaumis sig," Parmenter says. "I was in |ock and key before

moved to keyhole and private law. | have to go now. Anything el se?"
"Professionally, |I should say thanks."

e

"I't's nothing," Parnenter says, and then gives a snall, pained |augh. "Really,

nothing at all."

11
Denny Tower is a long crystal prism standing on one point, supported by four
cylindrical pillars that rise to intercept the facets of the base. The Wrkers Inc
Nort hwest central office for the Corridor fills ten floors in the pillar that rises

to neet the western slant of the tower, near the junction. Above the junc
tion, the tower rises an additional twelve hundred feet, its top brushed this

[ ate norning by a broken deck of snooth gray clouds. The tower's usual bl ue-

gray sheen has been nodified to sunny gold to offset the gl oony and feature
| ess sky.
A |

oil,mA ocnrr Martin Burke through the orientation and
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center. Workers Inc is very careful about providing access to this center. Tenp
agency records on clients are inmmune from Federal and Citizen Oversight; and
the records in client tracking are the nost conprehensive and critical of all

In a real sense, for Workers Inc, this is the inner sanctumof a tenmple, where
the physical and nmental vital signs of mllions are fed into living, continuously
updat ed di spl ays of i mmense power and subtlety. Martin has never been at the
heart of one before.

"We get the inputs from house nonitors, agency nedicals, therapists, city

and state proceedings,"” Carrilund explains as they enter the darkened display
circle. "Al'l househol d diagnostics, all procedures, work records and enpl oyer
eval uations, and diary reports fromour volunteer study clients, cone here and
are processed. Nobody can connect individuals with the data; that's forbidden
The whol e systemis protected by four INDAs instructed to code-lock the data
if a hack should be attenpted. Only the personal presence of the top worl dw de
executives of Workers Inc--about thirty in all--can unlock the data if that
happens. W've never had a successful real hack. W've never even nanaged
toirritate the systemw th test hacks."

Carrilund catches his faint smle and Iifts one eyebrow. "Fanous |ast words,
you t hi nk?"

Martin folds his arns, |ooking around the dark circular room "No, | was
t hi nki ng about something else... As to the security, | really can't judge."

"We've offered a two million dollar reward to anyone who manages to get

past the first firewall," Carrilund says with that brittle sort of pride Martin
has often seen in players in an i mense teameffort. "There are nine walls
beyond that, each equally difficult. Nobody's collected the reward.

"We've been told by experts that we're better than National Defense."

If he had one tenth this power, Martin believes he could advance the science
of human social systens by decades... But he is nerely a peon in the corporate
scal e of things, a rogue scientist not part of the team

"What about the data displays here? Wio gets access to thenP"

"Top execs and key enpl oyees only, on a need-to-know basis confirned by

our own oversight board. The data is used for a nunber of purposes, but we
couldn't connect the data to any individual even if it were a matter of life and
death."

"] see. You've never used the data to do research?"”

Carrilund gives hima sidew se | ook and narrows her eyes in amusenent.
"W have an I NDA and a staff of fourteen advocates who deci de what we use

this data for. They've never okayed research for its own sake."
"Pity," Martin says.
"Um" Carrilund says, with a small smile. "This is also the only room where

we can access the data. It's |large enough to accommodate about thirty people.”
"All of the execs at once, if need be."

"Exactly." Carrilund requests two seats. They rise fromthe polished bl ack
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takes the seat beside him He watches her novenents with nore than profes
sional interest; the conbination of power and healthy grace, with the dignity

of her mddle years, is a distraction fromhis focus. A wistful voice at the back
of his awareness asks if Carol, his former wife, wears this such grace and power
now, as well.

"Before our neeting with the board and other experts, | want you to see

what we've been seeing for the past two nonths. Can you read socionetrics?

We use standard icons and indicators."

“I presunme | can, then."

Carrilund | eans her head back. Projectors around the room have focused on

them and now provide triangul ated feeds of light and sound to their eyes and
ears. The roomtakes on the enpty graded blue of a cloudl ess desert sky; a nul
hum surrounds them The feeds override any other inmages or sound at first,

and for a disorienting moment, surveying the floating console of controls above
his hands and the disorienting void, Martin feels as if he is about to enter the
country of soneone's mind, a journey he has not made in four years

Then Carrilund's voice comes through clearly, rooting him "Renenber,

our clients have volunteered to be part of this," she says.

H s vague sensation of weightless nausea goes away. "I would have agreed,

if I were them"

"M. Burke, we need your nmind free and clear. W do not need freewheeling

noral judgment."

"Of course," Martin says with sone irritation

"You' ve gone upcountry in the mnd of an individual. We're riding the

flow of the river upcountry into the simulated heart of a community. |'msure
eou appreciate this opportunity.”

Martin wonders if she is being patronizing, but it doesn't matter. This is

i ndeed |i ke standing on the beach of a new sea, and his qual ns and fl ashbacks

quickly fade. "I'mready," he says.

"The community has a puzzling and possibly dangerous fever," Carrilund
says. "Let me show you what we've |earned."

The bl ue changes to grass green. A plain extends to infinity. Bushes and

trees grow up fromthe plain. They becone a thin forest, with canopy and
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undergrowth. He touches the virtual controls here, there, and with sone non-
tactile funmbling, he acquaints himself with its basics.
"This is the threshold,"” Carrilund says. Her voice sounds directly in his

right ear; she seens to be speaking softly, breathlessly. The effect is seduc
tive. "We'll start with charts and graphs and stay until we get a sense of

scal e and sone detail. Then we'll venture a little deeper. Al the trees and

bushes here--"

"Personal event graphs--Snmithfield Tri-chronmas, with each growth repre
senting a thousand clients,” Martin says.

-. Ac,c fi,:,IA
(-n he rnatted now if you wi sh."
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and fermal e, and ot her--sexual transforms, he presunes--and then sexual orientation.
Thi s display recognizes fifteen orientations, some of them mal adaptive

and usually therapied in Western culture--disapproved of even in this

i beral age--which of course calls up questions of survey accuracy and the
honesty of reporting individuals.

Wth some shock, he sees that the nunbers of individuals nmatching these
"outlaw' orientations is nmuch higher than the figures he is famliar wth.

"The sexual orientation stats are based on survey results cross-correl ated

with entertainnent-seeking patterns and have a maximumreliability in the

nmore extrene sub-fields ofabout eighty percent,” Carrilund says. She has sl aved
her display to his explorations, he realizes she sees what he sees, and is good
at guessing how he might react, what he is thinking. Then why bring nme here

at all. |I'm supposed to offer sone surprises,
"The nunbers show ng possi bl e deviant behavior are way up," he says.
"Pedophi |l es, supernal es, omiphilia with destructive context... Mch higher

nunbers than |'d expect."

"And they're on the rise. Sonme of the nunbers are nearing what we woul d

expect in society without effective therapies. Figures haven't been this high
since 2012. An obvious danger sign, don't you think?"

"Hm" Martin says.

The di splay changes to softly shifting patches of rainbow color, like a tart
sorbet between courses of a rich neal

"1"d i ke you to see a constellation of dendritic charts for diagnostic toilet
eval uations. "

"Al right," Martin says, grinning despite hinself.

"About a third of our clients have diagnostic toilets. Generally upper four
percent in earnings. A greater percentage of naturals and high naturals; generally,
they're therapied for thym c rather than pathic inbal ances."

New charts appear on a deep mdnight ground like wildly radiating stars.
Carrilund highlights three of the stars clustered near the center. "Wrking
outward to current date, these are reports begi nning two weeks ago of diseases
or infections within client househol ds."

Martin points with one finger to bring up nunerical statistics. OF the four

m | 1ion househol ds surveyed, infections have been detected in nore than forty
percent. And the supposed infections change with tine, beginning with warts

in skin sloughs fromshower and bath gray water (diagnostic toilets al nost

al ways interpret the entire household sewer systen) and leading to a virtua

epi dem ¢ of bronchial and nasal infections.

"What about nedical reports?" Martin asks.

Carrilund brings up these stats as sinple bar charts laid over the dendritic
stars. They show no increases in hospital visits or nedical arbeiter attendance
to treat such illnesses, which is what Martin woul d expect, knowi ng that nearly
all viral outbreaks are easily controlled by nedical nonitors found in nost of
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"The toilets are giving us false reports day after day," Carrilund concl udes.
"Even when checked and reset."

Martin thinks this over, mind racing. "But you ve told nme... You're concerned
about mental therapy fall backs."

"Use your controls and bring up charts of our therapied clients in this
popul ati on. Now natch them wi th the househol ds whose di agnostic toilets are
acting up."

Wth some funbling and fal se starts, Martin nmakes the correl ations.

"Sorry," he says after a couple of nminutes. "There. Househol ds wth therapied
menbers are the source of all fal se disease reports.”

"l wanted you to see for yourself. That took us two hours to find | ast week,
when we decided to run neural data searches. The trend is consistent.”

Martin rubs his cheek with one finger. "I'll need stats for thym c di sturbances
in the overall client list..." He finds the display. "Up twelve percent,

but only previously therapi ed people show the increase. Wat about pathic

i mbal ances and cri m nal behavi or?"

Carrilund keys in an entirely new display. "Renenber, this is professional..
You' ve signed strict nondisclosure.™

"I renmenber," Martin says softly.

"We've had a twenty-five percent increase in arrests for social disturbances
and ot her ni sdeneanors, and a five percent increase in felonies, nostly assaults

and rapes, but a few nurders, as well. It's been Worker Inc policy not to
enpl oy individuals with a record of violent crinmes, even when they've been
therapied... W |eave those folks to the rehab tenp agencies. So if our hypothesis

is correct, that we're seeing an epidenic of fallbacks, we would expect

e

our greatest increase to be in thymc disorders. And it is."

"What about the mi sdeneanors--do you have pull-outs for category?"

"Here's the breakdown."

The display rises before themlike a sun cut into pie wedges. Martin exam nes
the icons and captions for nore details, punching his finger at the

virtual display, poking enpty air

"You have ten thousand twel ve hundred and three cases of disturbing

t he peace, social msbehavior requiring PD action, in the past week," Martin
says, stroking his cheek nore rapidly. He frowns. Details on sel ected

cases come up. "Public displays of nudity. Blatant racial insults. Let's get
away fromcrimnal behavior for a nonment and | ook into conplaints of unprofessiona
actions. How many referrals for client misbehavior have cone

back to this office?"

Carrilund finds himthe right folio within the display and the charts and
figures for these incidents appear. They take himsome time to sort through
He is nbost interested in the sudden increase of incidents of expressed racism

in the work pl ace--evidence perhaps of bigotry, the old devil of genetically o,A,-,dr,,rllv rnixd

rotul ations. Mst forns of racismare now regarded as
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Wrkers Inc seens to be experiencing |evels of racist behavior not seen since

the teens and twenties.

Irrational and pernicious. And outbursts of public obscenity--

"Any ideas?" she asks.

"Can we get national figures here?"

"No," Carrilund says. "But |'ve been authorized to I et you know that these
figures are remarkably uniformfor North America, including Mexico."

"Wirkers Inc has a problemw th politeness, it seens."

Carrilund chuckles ruefully. "That puts it mildly."

"There seenms to be focused antisocial activity in your clients... But what

in hell do diagnostic toilets have to do with this?" He shakes his head. He

asks for the display to cease for a nonent and he turns to look at Carrilund.

"I's it possible we're seeing the results of sone unknown di sease agent? Sonet hi ng
not in the medi cal database? Mcrobial infections have been known to

produce thym c inbal ances. Production of natural antivirals to fight infection
has been shown to produce depression in some people.”

"It's possible,” Carrilund says, "but if so, it will have to be non-viral, nonbacterial
non-protist and non-mycotic, and even fall outside the range of

prions."

She's certainly up on this. Maybe she cane out of the nedical disciplines. "Sonething
going wong in the equi pnent itself?"

"The equi pnent is fine."

Martin finds the problemoddly exhilarating. "I noticed sone charts on
sexual harassnment and donmestic and sex-rel ated abuse--" He pauses. "Let's
skip that for the nonent. | wouldn't expect fallback to produce i nmedi ate

increases in these areas."

"But they have," Carrilund says. "Couples who have gone in for nutua

therapy in donmestic abuse cases--nostly supernale territorial aggression--and
have been free of incidents for years, are com ng back to their therapists

in alarmng nunbers. W don't have statistics available through this center
yet--menbers of sonme of the famlies and partner units work for different
tenp agencies. We're trying to draw informati on from other agencies, but so
far that doesn't seem workable. We guess that such incidents have nore than
doubl ed. "

"My God," Martin nmurrmurs. "If your nmenbers are arrested, do you track
news reports?"
"OfF course," Carrilund says. "All that information has to be included in

their enpl oyment prospectuses, by federal |aw " She makes a sour face. "W
hate to do it, but the Raphki nd anendnents to our charter force us to."

"Can you show nme vids on the nore serious cases? I1'd like to see facia
expressi ons, body | anguage.™

"I think I can bring that in. Let ne ask the I NDA. "

It takes ten seconds, but the display returns with a sinple text list of news
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out two. The first is a flat vid of a well-dressed nale, age thirty to thirty-five,
standing on a street corner. He is shouting at passersby, singling out the few
transforms for intense verbal abuse. The incident has been captured by a snall
flying news sniffer. It slowy circles the man

Martin notes the cocky angle of the man's head, his small, steady, confident
smle. He seens to think what he is doing is not only enjoyable, but beneficial
He appears surprised and of fended when a |l arge black mal e acconpanyi ng a
smal |, delicate transformfenale threatens himwith a raised fist and starts
shouti ng hi m down.
"This client received therapy for a minor thynic inbalance when he was
twenty-two, thirteen years ago," Carrilund says. "Depressive tendencies and
eating disorders."
"He's beyond that now," Martin observes. "Second vid."
This vid, also froma sniffer, shows a small, m ddl e-aged wonan- - about
his age, Martin guesses--in a public plaza inside one of the larger towers. She
is pulling up her dress and masturbating. Her delighted expression is that of
alittle girl revealing sone lovely surprise to her friends. Two fenale nmall
security guards take her by the arns and the vid ends.
"Therapied ten years ago for fear of public places,” Carrilund explains. Martin
si ghs.
The list returns and Martin clears the display. He | eans toward Carril und.
"The fusing of public nisbehavior, shouting obscenities, uncharacteristic
racism that's very interesting. Unfiltered antisocial inspirations. Al of it could
be linked to difficulties in the Tourette organon.”
"We haven't thought of that," she says.
e

Good. Maybe | can of Jr sonething useful after all.

"I've seen these expressions before, in ny student days. You understand the
Tourette organon?”

"I know it's been intensely studied," Carrilund says. "I'mnot up on the

| atest."

"The original syndrone was di scovered by a Frenchman, Ceorges G lles de

la Tourette. It was characterized by involuntary tics and novenents and by
coprol alia--uncontrol | ed speaki ng of obscenity, dirty talk. In 2013, another
Frenchman, Francois Corm er, extended the nane to describe the actions of a
conti nuum of brain functions in the linbic system He called themthe "inps
of the perverse.' He believed that much of the brain relies on inpulses from

these inps to maintain a high level of invention and preserve the self. Skep
ticism doubt, social defense nmechani snms, even certain physical notions related

to disgust and rejection, all begin in the Tourette organon
"The child acquires filters that select and screen out nost of these inpish
i mpul ses, but for soneone with Tourette syndrone, there are leaks in the filters

that all ow sporadic outbursts.”
LN L
n rhvrn in your ventures upcountry?" Carrilund asks.
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"Yes."
"I'msorry if I'mintruding."
"Not at all. My fornmer wife and | wote several papers on the topic."

"Your denon acquired from an unnaned patient."
"You must know the details already,"” Martin says dryly.
"Only what you published. What was it |ike?"

"Well, of course, the transfer was not that of an actual denbn or even an
aspect of the patient's personality. W believed that traumatic experiences
excited certain agents and sub-agents within our minds.., which assuned the

character of a dangerous sub-personality.”
"Was this Emanuel Coldsnith?" Carrilund asks quietly.

Martin's face flushes and his hands tense on the edge of the couch. He does
not answer.

"Sorry," Carrilund says, turning away.

"Qur own problens stemmed from.." He swallows, still angry but struggling
to maintain. "Fromour Tourette organons assum ng the character of this
sub-personality. A bad influence, as it were."

Carrilund turns back. "Wien | was a teenager, | had an irritating voice in
my head, a character. It was a tranp, a filthy, disheveled male with a thin,
dirty face, denmented. Al it did was sit in the back of ny thoughts and say,

"Gve nme sone of that old Snoky Joe!' It said it over and over again, with rea
enthusiasm It wasn't a mmjor problemby any neans--just an image | sonetines
encountered, like a stupid tune you can't shake. Wuld you classify that

as a manifestation fromny Tourette organon?’

"Perhaps,"” Martin says. He is suddenly very tired.

"M. Burke, | apologize. But it seens to nme you m ght have personal experience
of what sonme of our clients are going through. If sonmething is breaking
down their nental architecture, stripping away their protection fromold

ment al denons, you of all people will understand."
Martin still does not neet her eyes.
"Whuld you like to go a little further?" she asks.

"Sorry... what?" He is confused by this offer, thinking of sonething el se,
of her seductiveness. He wants to get out of here, but his professional standing
is at stake.

"The next |evel of our tracking center is quite remarkable," she says.
"Yes, of course." He lifts his hand and waves it. "Let's go."
The bl ue void reappears, and the atonal hum

"We' Il enter a Pickover space," Carrilund says. "Twel ve vari abl es condensed
into four dinensions, using Lunde equations to join the state vectors."

Martin hardly hears her. The blue void fogs abruptly and he has a sensation

of rushing. Shadows pass in the fog; he knows a little of this kind of display.
He once sanpl ed a Pickover space while trying out graphic interfaces for patient
mental stats; they are on the boundary of the real, in the rmurmurous potential
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They are suddenly plunged into a lattice of massive tw sted cellul ar shapes,
their skins visible in intense, crystalline detail, their interiors floating within
hinting at infinite densities. The shapes seemto be |onger than they are thick
and weave together to formthe lattice like strands in a basket viewed from

the perspective of a mcrobe; but as their perspective changes, the apparent

| ength of each cell changes as well.

In Pickover space, the viewer's orientation in the three dinensions is interpreted
as a request for conpression and |inking of new sets of variables, thus

shifting the donmains and snoothly altering the results. This nuch he renenbers
though it has been a long tine since he used such an interface.

"This is the entire Northwest, fromthe point of view of Wrkers Inc,"

Carrilund says. Her voice seens very distant. "Human stats only, reflecting
psychol ogi cal, cultural, and econom c conditions, with efficiency of datafiow
and nental vitality reflected in flow of noney, both treated as the power to
conmand and acconplish work."

"I see," Martin said, overwhel med by the scintillating surfaces, the vertigi nous
shifts caused by even the slightesr notion of his head.

"Blue, green, and creamcolors indicate variations within paraneters consi dered
heal thy. Red and dark red show problemterritories. Black and gray

we call abscesses, or regions of severe instability leading to trenching of the
rel evant variables--strains in the econony and consequently, the society."

"I presume we're at the beginning of a time period," Martin says.

"Right. Let's travel across the past nonth."

The "travel” is not through the lattice, like fish through kel p, but rather

the lattice fluxes around them as if the kelp is washed by subtle tides. Some

if the cell-like bodies thin to nothing and vani sh, but remain green and bl ue
all the while: tiny spots of red appear like rash over the surfaces, and darker
reds pulse within the cells, but vanish. A small indicator always at the | ower

right-hand corner of his visual field shows tine passing, day after day.

The effect is hypnotic. Martin for a moment feels the startling sensation,

like the jerk of an engaged clutch, as his analytical mind neshes with the

di spl ay, and he understands the broad structure. The display is nmeant to fit

into the autopoietic |earning nmethods of parallel and webbed neural nets, particularly
I NDAs, human mi nds, and presunably thinkers. G ven enough tine

and study, he really could grasp all that he is being shown, and he feels a burn
of envy for this tool, made available to himfor only a short while. So nuch could
be so/red, so much anti ci pated/

It is very nuch |like going upcountry into the human mind, for this isa

di splay used nmuch the sanme way the mnd uses its dreanlike country; even

nore |ike the extraordinary nmandal as the nmnd uses to correlate its own health

and functionality. He is lost in childlike ane. The lives and efforts of tens of
nmllions pass before him births and deaths, cultural ebbs and flows, trends
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shi p, conpetition and cooperation, |evels of maladaptive behavior including
the crimnal and the culturally repressed..

The red rashes are breaking out all over now. He |ooks at his tine indicator
They are entering the past of one week ago. The cell-Ilike bodies becone as
gaudy as sea slugs, and sone glow |like hot enbers, with burned-out bl ack
spots and ashen surfaces expanding. He seens to be watching a fire in a dream
jungl e canopy, the branches gl owing and | eaves w thering under heat and

i nvisible flane.

"We' |l extrapol ate now, speeding forward two years." Carrilund's voice jars
him like a pig' s squeal in a synphony. The tine indicator whirs past. He
turns his head and the green and blue and creamis chased by the red; the
forest wiggles and slithers as if trying to escape and is scorched and then

i nci ner at ed.

He drifts at the end of two years in a desolation of ash with a few subtle
spots of green, then these too wi nk out.

Gray gives way to darkness, |ike ashes wetted by rain.

"Enough,"” Carrilund says. The blue void and rmulticolored mst return, but

not intine to save Martin's dignity. He sits back on the couch, his cheeks
danp. Carrilund is noved as well. She hands hi ma handkerchi ef and he sees
sonet hing | ess cool, nore synpathetic, in her expression as she watches him
Wi pe his eyes.

"I don't know what to say," Martin tells her

"I'"ve seen this three times now, and | don't know what to say, either.”

"Is the whole culture getting sick--is it dying?"

"We've run this space twenty or thirty different ways, and the results cone
out the sane."”

"Somet hing is burning our people. There's a fire in our mnds," Martin says.
"I'mglad you see it that way, too," Carrilund says. Her voice sounds fragile.
"I think to nyself, someone is hurting nmy children. | think of our clients that
way... | have no children of my own."

She turns away, irritated at having reveal ed so nuch, but this allows Martin
to regain his own conmposure.

"I't's a war, | don't know what kind of war,’
who or what was doing this."

"I"'d like to help, if I may," Martin says.
"We need all the help we can get,"” Carrilund says. "You hold the patent

on nost therapeutic nonitors. Wio better to advise us?" She stands and off'rs
her hand. Martin slides off his couch a little awkwardly and shakes it.

As their hands touch, a |l oud and unpl easant horn al arm sounds in the room

Carrilund says. "I wish | knew

They pull back and stand several feet apart, hands still extended. Carril und
gl ances at him eyes w de.
A small but urgent femal e voice speaks out all around them "Thi i an
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Carrilund stiffens and cocks her head; she has never experienced this before. "This system has

been breached. This system has been breached. Al firewalls

have been penetrated and information is being transferred to an outside system
Repeat: this is an energency alert to hunan operators. Lockdown is not successful
This system-"

Carrilund runs fromthe room Martin follows at a discreet distance, know ng

the best thing he can do, for the tine being, is stay out of the way.

Di nner is spare--hanburgers froma |ocal takeout, a bottle of beer apiece, an

apple. Gffey doesn't nmnd. He's been waiting for Hale to say his piece, put

himin his place. Hale is | owkey, not brash; preferring to bide his tinme rather

than bursting out with his accunul ated concerns.

They eat separately, Jenner joining Gffey in the office. The team has not

yet found its center, nor does it have any sense of cohesion, and Gffey is sure

Hale will bring that up. He seenms a nmnagerial rather than a dictatorial type.

G ffey appreciates this, as far as it goes. But Gffey has his own agenda in this

effort, and he will not let Hale's sensibilities get in his way. There are bound

to be sonme conflicts.

Mercifully, Jenner eats in silence. But for the creaking of the steel walls as

j they contract in the evening's cold, the warehouse is quiet. Even in the over
heated office, drafts of cold air slip through like flows of ghostly ice.

Hal e knocks and enters before anybody answers. He | ooks at G ffey and
smles, alittle falsely. "W need to have our talk now," he says. Jenner stops
in md-chew, |ooks between them then gathers up his plate and bottle and
| eaves. Hale sits in the chair behind the desk
"I thought you'd like to settle sonme things before tonorrow," Hal e says.
"And | have a few nore questions to ask."
"Al'l right," Gffey says, putting down his burger half-eaten
Having stated his purpose, Hale seens reluctant to leap right in. "Meat's
nmeat here," he says, pointing to Gffey's plate. "In New York, it's alnost a
sin to eat beef."
"Yeah."
Hal e folds his hands on the desktop. "W've had very little tinme to get
acquainted, M. Gffey. May | call you Jack?"
G ffey nods.
"Jack. This is ny team here. W've worked together before, in odd little
tto rr,,n;;v.; know t hese | eopl e and
I

trust
t hem
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wor k. Pickwenn and Pent... They're oddballs, but they've never failed me. Park--1've never worked

with himbefore, but he has a good reputation. You,

Jack..." Hale regards himwith a flat, alert expression

"You know not hing about ne," G ffey says.

"Or about Jenner."

Gffey leans his head to one side, acknow edging that the situation is unusual
"I understand that our wi ndow of opportunity is narrow, that your contacts

and ny contacts have never worked together before. And what |'ve been told
about both of you.., what |I know about Park ... is encouraging."

"Sane with your folks," Gffey says.

"Thank you. The rules of engagenent are that we agreed to say that I1'min
charge. | get the feeling you' re used to being the one in conmmand."
"I'mflexible," Gffey says

"We're in an awkward situation here, and there's a lot of missing pieces to
our side of this puzzle. I'mnot used to that. This MAN concerns ne. | have

no idea in hell how you or anybody could get such stuff. | know-contacts in
government and the mlitary, Raphkind synpathizers, all dog-inthe-manger,

and not hard to believe. But sonme of this stuff hasn't even been hinted on the
ribes. Yet here we are, with you and Jenner, relying on stuff that supposedly
doesn't even exist to overconme what may very well be stiff resistance inside
Onphal os. "

Hale licks his lips and | eans his head back. "I appreciate your trying to keep
it all in perspective, calmus down about what to expect, but | don't find any
of this calmng. My people were not told about Ferrets, and we weren't told
about this M3\, or why we should even have it. | amfrankly concerned on

both accounts."”

"l understand."

"I"d like to know nore about your sources. Procurenment. \Were Jenner

comes in, his past experience... If it's any exchange, 1'll level with you about
my people.”
G ffey stares down at his clasped hands. "I am as ignorant about sone of

this as you are. M. Park nmade sone of the arrangenents, and he brought us
t oget her. Perhaps you should discuss this with him™"

"Park works with people who expect big returns on their investnent. He
doesn't talk much, and he doesn't like to put hinmself in danger. But getting
MaN is as much a surprise to himas it is to me. Have you net Park before,
or worked for hin®"

"I've worked for his superiors . . . indirectly."

Hale Iifts his eyebrows, encouraging Gffey to continue.

"I can't say any nore about that."

Hal e backs down for a nonment. "Pickwenn and Pent are the best in this

busi ness. They tell me Onphal os may be vul nerable, but they also tell ne
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"We've known that fromthe beginning," Gffey says.
Hal e's face screws up in sudden, childish frustration. "God dammit, Jack,

you don't seemat all concerned about how shoved together, how | ast-m nute

this is."
"High risk for high gain," Gffey says.
Hale throws this off with a toss of his hand. "I know the Aristos, Jack. |'ve

wor ked wi th peopl e who worked with themat various tines on various jobs.

I've come to know their operations, but they don't know anything about rme.
That's how | 've nmanaged to get us this appointment. They are not nice people,
not at the top. | don't know about the | ackeys, but the guys at the top--they
are vicious, cold, and arrogant. They scare nme, but | hate themnore than |'m
afraid of them"

"So it all balances out. Gain, risk, a blow against the big bad boys."
"Do you know what kind of connections the Aristos have in governnent?"
Hal e asks.

"Enough to get them Ferrets,” G ffey says.

"I's it possible that fol ks who can get us MGN are even nore hateful and
dangerous than the Aristos?"

Gffey grins. "W are in no position to choose noral sponsors," he
says.
"No," Hale says. "No, we're not. After this is over, if we're still alive, Hally

and | are going to get the hell away fromall of this. Southern China, naybe.
A fewtens of millions will do it. Financial sigs and notes we can exercise before
anybody w ses up..

"This is ny last, too," Gffey says.

e

Hale sits up in the chair. "I need you and Jenner, Jack, but | don't trust
you. | think you're nore confortable in comrand, and you may even be nore

experienced than I am"

"I am not going to challenge your |eadership," G ffey says.

"No, but you'll have the MoN. You'll have the bal ance of power.™
They watch each other closely for four or five |long seconds.
"Don't underestinmate my contribution, Jack," Hal e says.

A ffey shakes his head.

"Don't underestinmate ny desperation in putting Hally and nysel f and Pi ck-

wenn and Pent in this kind of operation. | can't stay in this business nmuch
| onger. Too many birds are com ng home to roost. | assune it's the sane
with you."

G ffey says not hing.
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"Well, I"mglad we've got all this straight," Hale says with a sour face,
standing. "G ad to be on firmfooting and in conplete sync."

Gffey chuckles. "It'll be quite a ronp, M. Hale," he says. "A fine capstone
for our checkered careers.”

L IClo A,inr hi finer at Gffev. "A warning, Jack. I'm
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bei ng mi sused, or cheated, or put in unnecessary danger... |If she gets hurt
for no good reason..

G ffey nods solemmly. This nuch he can conpletely synpathize wth.

"l believe in treating wonen right, and putting themin no nore danger

than I'mwilling to face nyself,"” Hale says. "And for ne, there are no other
wonen. Just Hally."

Hal e nods enphatically and | eaves, shutting the door behind him G ffey

| eans against the file cabinet in thoughtful silence.

Jenner returns to the office a nonent later, carrying an al nost-enpty bottle
of beer. He sits in the chair Hale has vacated, watching Gffey as if waiting
for orders.

"Don't stare at nme like |I'myour goddammed general or your father," Gffey
shaps. "lI'mnot." He jabs his finger at the door. "Hale is the boss. Not ne."
"Yes, sir," Jenner says respectfully. "Are we all going to work together
snoot hly, sir?"

"l hope so, M. Jenner.”

"l hope so too, sir," Jenner says, and finishes the last swig of his beer

13

"I thought you said this wasn't going to be a fryball," Alice nurnurs to Tw st.
Fryballs are vid and Yox entertai nment parties, typically frenetic and overbl own.
Twi st nakes a sour face.

"This is all | could find," she says. She wiggles with hal f-restrained energy
and frustration, then pleads, "You can get us in! Some tro shink people are

here. We should neet them you know, neke touches, do the flow "

"Li ke who?" she asks.

"Men and wonen, why can't they get along?" a wonman's voice calls out

al ong the pathway to the big house. Huge house, really, perched high on

Capitol Hill, in the shadow of the old Corridor/Sound Rel ay Tower. The

worman' s voi ce echoes across the street.

Twi st pokes the side of her nose and shakes her head, grinning. Alice is

wai ting for the other side of the question/conversation, for sonebody to answer.
"Christ. Everybody's froma different planet," she hears a nman's voice say.

"I wonder, could that be true?" Tw st asks.

Alice feels the deep little burn again, as if someone has pressed a just-extinguished
mat ch somewhere into the center of her head. They've nade it

up the front wal kway, through the forest of tw sting angels and fairies on

sl ender bl ack pol es, through the gl owi ng green archway to where they are
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"Non-invite," Twist tells Alice at the last minute, with a little shimy
straightening her flinsy dress beneath her coat. She sniles sweetly. "You try
first. You're nore fampbus than I am"”

Alice grits her teeth and glares at Twi st.

The arbeiter pushes Alice's nanme and pal nscan through a status filter

"You're not on ny list," the arbeiter says in a snooty voice, nasal and slyly
false. "It is apparently not a true spin nanme. Are you currently enployed in a
sly project?"

"I"ve finished working on a Francis Cord Yox," Alice says. She may not

want to go to this party, but even |l ess does she want to be forbidden to enter
"I1"I'l push that and see if it goes through,” the arbeiter says, and quickly
enough a little bowing fairy dances on its head, beckoning themto enter

"Wl come, Alice Grale; you are part of the cast of The Faerie (ueene."

"This is ny friend," Alice says, and the arbeiter records Twi st's inage. Tw st
smles brightly.

"Yow, " Twi st says. "Francis is sly again.
door. "Heat nmde flesh!’

The main hall is filled with men and wonen standing in threes or nore--

the party is young and they have not yet broken into nore intinmate groups--or
strolling, many carrying drinks and plates of food. Arbeiters roll through with
nmore food and nore drinks; a particularly large arbeiter, at |east eight and a
hal f feet high, noves ponderously on delicate insect |egs dispensing jewelry
pronoting a new fibe-direct action Yox, Ten H gh Conmand.

Twist grabs a drink in a crystal bulb and squeals with delight as she noves

t hrough the crowd and approaches the big arbeiter. "I collect these things!"
she calls back to Alice, plucking up a necklace. "Yow Sapphires!"

e Alice | ooks over the main hall. She recognizes a few ex-spin and sl owrev
faces, folks who two or three seasons past m ght have been sly indeed in the
eyes of billions, greater than she ever was, but who are now living on residuals
and schem ng on how again to lay siege and take the town.

A few figures shimrer every few m nutes, projections of fanobus nen and

wonen fromthe eighties and nineties, expertly nmimcked by out-of-view

I NDAs rented for the occasion. She recogni zes Richard Thonmpson, | ooking
unconfortable in a denimjacket, hands in pockets; Thonpson becane

hugely popul ar again just last year. A pair of young wonen are talking with
him they wear al nbst nothing, as subtle as steel-toed boots, and they're just
killing time, sweeping the roomw th opal eyes to see what the solid nen

are up to

Thonmpson shimrers |like a nmirage and then neets Alice's gaze and snmiles.

He seens to be | ooking for sonmebody who wants to talk intelligently; he's

|l ong dead and he can't do anything with half-naked wahi nis.

Alice doesn't feel up to talking with dead people. She noves on to the

e:ond bi room a ballroomand group Yox chanber, and nore people. Bits

They enter through the high front
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-"Al'l that backm nd. Never even reached the cerebrum”

-"Top dyne in that deal. Signed clauses with references in three dinensions, never
experi enced that kind of protection..."™ ."

--"He's at Topps/Bally now, trying to hold together the Monte Carl o Yox deal
They got a point |ast year and now they're on the board of directors."

--"Have you caught Melissa Mssile on Twentieth? She's been tapping into Wite
House secrets and the FBlI is going after her puppeteers.”

-"So | asked her. 'Senator, which would you rather see, a real Yox of people fucking,
or a fake Yox of people getting killed? She wouldn't answer. She could not answer.
That's one of those questions no politician will ever be able to answer. And the whol e
conmi ttee chanber--"

Twi st cones back to Alice, clutching a ring and two neckl aces, all flashing
tiny logos and designs fromthe as-yet-ungated Yox.

"Who's giving this party?" Alice asks, a little dismayed to realize Twi st has
told her nothing about the cel ebration, not even who owns the house.

"Sonme producers," Twi st says. Twist is bright and happy, all her nmenta

troubles forgotten. Still, in the niddle of her broad grin, Twist's lips jerk and
she tosses her head as if avoiding a fly. "You did vids f)r them back when

Jake Sanchez and Ti m Shandy."

"Ch. | did vids for Jake, not for Tim"

But Twi st has darted off again, leaving Alice staring at enpty air and
unfocused figures beyond. She | ooks around and then up at the ceiling, uneasy.
She hasn't seen Jake Sanchez in nine years, and Tim..

Timnever did vids with Jake. He | eft Jake before Jake ever signed Alice.
Thi nking of Tim she doesn't really want to be here. The inage of her apt
beckons, small and close; her nmind is unsettled, and her insides twist with
worries so deep she can't renenber what they are

But she's here and the party is just winding up and she is deternined not

to be down in an up and swirling world. Steeled, she | ooks around not for

fam liar faces, but prepares to engage in the old and pl easant ganme of finding
new attractions.

The house seens to go on forever. One roomis surrounded by terraces with
springy floors, like rice-paddy beds rising to neet walls glimering with
twilight skies. No free behavior is evident yet, but Alice senses that couples
wi |l soon condense. The joins nmay evaporate and new duets rain out, severa
tinmes before the night is over.

She feels a renewal and sonme of the old party stir watching the attractive

men and woren tal king, getting ready to seize the night. Her entrails settle,
away fromworry and into drives that have al ways been strong and facile for
Alice; she has never had trouble connecting, first with words and then with
hands and later with her entire body. Sex is like running free in clear cool air,
or so she convinces herself yet again.

She assunes the posture, the expression, of challenging indul gence that
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a spectacul ar Apol | oni an body dressed in slender ribbons of orange, and starts
to walk toward him

She turns, surprised, to see Jake. Wth dizzying speed, she shifts to wary
professional friendliness, not provocative, but fanmliar. She allows himto kiss
her cheek--he takes a tongue-sw pe at her earlobe, to which she blandly ac-quiesces-and
they hold hands at arms length, turning slowy in nock joy,

exam ni ng each ot her.

"You are still the nost beautiful, you know?" Jake says. He is in his fifties,
tightly handsone and brown, with a band of gold and cl ear ruby enbroi dered
around his forehead. His eyes are different colors, by birth not

design, and his nose is still large and bul bous, a trademark distortion nen

of his power can get away with. "I hear you' re working with Francis. How

is the old artiste?"

"Precise,” Aice says.

Jake |l aughs in dubious recognition. "Yeah, the whisper is he's onto sonething
big. May even get a SexYul e exposure and be expanded to the Wrl dwW de

Yox. It's lit, what can the G undys and Exons say?"

Alice smles. She's small in whatever success Francis may have, but at |east
she's on the Ilist.

Jake grins on. "I renenber when we worked on a vid with Francis and he

made you retake a sinple entry fourteen tinmes. The |ights kept wandering
away and he wanted your |ovely navel |ike a swinmmng pool, with sweat, you
know.., just right."

Al'i ce does not renenber that. There have been so nmany takes on so many
entries. Burn.

"You know Timand | are working together now. After all these years."

"l didn't know," Alice says.

"Amazing, friends all these years. W' ve got sonme heavy projects, tota

audi ence grabs. Not your usual Jakey schnaltz. Timbrings real class."

She can't imagine Timworking with Jake. "Thi ngs have changed," she says.

"He got hungry," Jake says with shrug. "Hey, didn't know you'd be here,

but slide free. Maybe we can talk later."

"You own the house?" Alice asks. Jake nods proudly. "Introduce you to ny
wives. They're twins, paired, with plugs, you know. Anmazing team Parallel
wonen! "

Jake is off, walking zag |like a dog hunting up birds to flush. Alice suddenly
specks clear as in an X-ray the anatony of these folks, the half-life they live
separated fromwork or a live audi ence.

She's no better.

She | ooks again for the Apollonian nale, anything to douse the burn, distract
her for a few nminutes but he's not in the roomnow and she feels |onely,
nobody el se here will do. Still, she | ooks.
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A balding man in his forties approaches with a servile smle. "Pardon ne,"

he says. "Mz Gale. |I've seen your vids."

"Ch?" She can do this in her sleep. Maybe he'll sense that and go away
politely.

But no such luck. "You're extraordinary. | think you showed me what wonen
can be like, when | was going through a rough tinme, getting divorced... You
kept ne sane. | knew there had to be wonmen as genui ne and warm as you. | want

to thank you."
"You're wel cone."

He has this look in his eyes, totally vulnerable. His little nmale sexual coprocessor
is running overtine; he's going to hang on this ten or fifteen seconds
and all she has to do is reach out and touch his shoul der (he might be sly and

top, it's been so long since she's nmet the new bosses) and he'll renenber this
for years to conme. Making love to other wonen, he'll be a kind of zonbie slave
to her in his backm nd, he'll think of her every tinme he needs to reach orgasm

and his wives or girlfriends will wonder why they never quite connect.

Alice reaches out and grips his shoul der, |eans forward, kisses himlightly
on the cheek. "You're sweet to let nme know," she says. "You nmake so nmany
things worthwhile." Her snell sets the hook deeper. "Those tines when it
isn't easy. You know?"

The man nods vigorously. "Ch, yes!”
Alice blinks at him "Can you tell me where the bathroomis?"

"Ch yes, it's an anmzing bathroom it's over there, behind the forest wall--those
trees, in the next room?"

"Thank you," and she gives himher nbst dazzling professional snile. Wen
she turns and wal ks away, she does not even renmenber his face.

The bathroomis bigger than her apartnment. The toilet stalls are ten feet
on a side and covered with pink marble and are fibed for full-sense spina

i nduction Yox. The wall-length mirror is virtual not reflective and the bat hroom
inthe mrror is filled with fenmale celebrities fromtines past, and she's
right in anong them Marilyn Monroe enmerges fromone stall, in the mirror,

and adjusts her calf-length white dress. She catches Alice's sight-line and sniles
that sun-honey snmile. "Your turn, sweetie," she says.

Marilyn's Character Estate Manager--CEMin the trade--never rents her
cheap. She's a perennial, no natter what decade is sly.

Jakey is doing very well indeed; either that or is blow ng everything he ever
made, and he'll likely drag Timw th himwhen he sputters down.

Alice hasn't thought about Timin years, and with good reason. She killed
sonet hi ng wonderful that time, |like stepping on a beautiful butterfly; and she
did it for no good reason, except that there were other prospects and she

t hought she needed to get on with her life.

And maybe she thought he could do better. He was that kind of nman, that
ni ce.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (218 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

194
GREG BEAR

She gets up fromthe toilet as it whirls away her urine. "Excuse ne," the

toil et says. "You should check with your physician--"

Alice slans the door and stands outside the stall, her heart hammering.

"Don't you hate that?" asks a woman with napl e and oak patterned skin,

enmerging fromthe stall next to hers. Both stalls continue their irrational warnings.
"They're doing that everywhere now "

Qut si de the bathroom Alice wonders how nmuch of this she can ignore

wi t hout screaming. Twist orbits past on the arm of the strangest-| ooking man
Alice has seen thus far at the party. He's seven feet tall and built |ike a Popeye
Goon, with heavy forearns covered with hair and incredibly broad shoul ders

and a banana nose, and his eyes are those of a proboscis nobnkey. Twi st seens
ecstatic. He's different and Twist is not one to turn down new experiences.

Al'i ce wonders how well hung Goons are. She shudders.

Finally she cones to the back of the house and the |long green | awn set

with winterlife palms and beds of blue irises and violets. The fence is brick
and twenty feet high; set in the bricks at intervals are vid nonitors reflecting
the party back, with add-ons: giants, dinosaurs, disjointed anines, kid-vid
characters, all acconpanied by floating icons denoting their current

corporate owners. (Alice renmenbers the (cE mark on Marilyn's dress ... )

Typical for Jakey, this is all very obvious, forced, |ike sausage nmeat, which
everybody |ikes even knowing what's in it, and for that reason nost of the
guests can at least pretend they're having a good time. The party provides
everyt hing they expect, an excellent top-do, a shink sham or whatever el se the

socials will call it in the trade spares.
The burn is really giving her grief now She's tough; she can handl e six bad
{Immions and still keep a face, but she had hoped for sonething to take her

ind away to body-buzz nirvana, to a hi nmel space, and what she gets is just
more EntBiz flare and glint.

Ri chard Thonpson has sonehow migrated to the back porch, where he's

talking with Billie Holiday. Alice wal ks past them Holiday nods as if they
know each other. Then the two projections go on talking. Alice wonders if
sonmebody will reconstruct her and set her up at sone party a hundred years
fromnow But then, naybe in a hundred years they won't have parties.

Maybe they' Il all lie in cold coffins and suck up Yox, forever and ever.

She's been | ooking for Timw thout knowing it and here he is, standing

with three other nen on the lawn. They're dressed in gray EntBi z-cut |ongsuits
with fan collars and forearmlength sleeves puff-cuff |ike pastries. Tim has
grown a beard and she wonders whether it suits him He half-turns, scanning
for new faces, and spots her. Turns away.

Alice suddenly feels warm and touches her face, then pulls her hand away.

Jaw nuscl es hard as rocks, she | ooks for the Apollonian again, clenches her
hands until the fingernails bite. There is no reason on Earth for Ti m Shandy
....... | tn nv attention to her. He's sly top and she's not; he's working EntBiz
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Wth her back to Timand the group, she sees a very odd-looking figure
standing below the wall, like a tailor's dumry covered with nmetallic cloth.
Then she realizes this is a portable sinulacrum its projectors turned

off or perhaps in transition. She watches it, studiously ignoring Timand his
peopl e.

Sure enough, the projection returns, but it's nobody she recognizes. It's a
young, odd-looking man, little nore than an adol escent boy, and his feet seem
stuck in a pile of thick steanming dirt. He stares at her with a spooky intensity.
At one of Jakey's parties, anything is possible.

The figure noves toward her, not wal king but smoothly gliding. For a
flickering monment, it transforns to Richard Thonpson again, but the adol escent
returns, standing in his pile of dirt. Something seens to be nal functi oning.
"I's your nane Alice G ale?" the inage asks her

She nods. "What are you? A practical joke?"

"My name is Roddy," it says. "l just wanted to | ook at you."
"Where's Richard?" she asks. "Billie get tired of hin®"
The figure smles ankwardly. "They're pretty deep, actually. |'ve been talking

to the dark woman for sone tinme now. Sorry about this."

Alice gapes at the projection. "Wat?"

"I need to be certain you're really Alice Grale.”

"I really am" she says, |ooking around. She has never been asked questions

by a projection before.

"Do you know soneone naned Terence Crest?"

Alice's face goes white and she stammers.

"Do you?"

"Yes," Alice manages, then regrets saying anything.

"Thank you."

The adol escent vani shes and Ri chard Thonpson returns, but the character

appears stuck in sone |oop, and shortly, the simulacrumdrops its ruse and
rolls off to a portable shed at the far northern corner of the yard.

Alice rubs her face for a nonent, wondering if she's just inagined the
encounter. Still pale, she walks toward the buffet table several yards away
beneath the vid nonitors, absently picks up a plate and loads it with vegetables,
then | ooks with caution upon a |live sauce bunched to one side of a bow .

She takes a dollop of the Iive sauce and pools it next to her vegetables. The
sauce flows into a shiny picture, Ten H gh Command's poster and Yox pronp

sig, and she watches it with such interest that she does not hear or see a nan
approach her left side. At the man's touch, she starts violently, expecting the
ghostly adol escent with his feet stuck in dirt.

Timtakes her in gentle fingers by the corner of her el bow.

"Hey, what are you doing here?" His tone is conpletely friendly and non-chal |l engi ng.
Confused, Alice looks at him then at the group of inportant
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"Crashing," she answers. "Twi st brought ne here. | didn't know it was
yours until Jakey told ne."

"It's his nore than mne. | don't know Twist. Male or femal e?"
"Friend," Alice says. She puts the plate down. The sauce begins to blur
Finally, it's just sauce.

"It's been years," Timsays. His face is all synpathy and interest, and the

way he scans her from forehead to bottomof neck is just plain Tim-he never
pul I's the whol e- body | ook, never demands with just his manner that you think
of himany way but as a friend. He makes Alice very nervous. She has never
known what Timis really thinking.

"It's good to see you again," Timsays.
"Sure," Alice says. "lI'msorry. | can go--"
n \My?ll

"I... didn't want to push in. | honestly--"

"I believe you. But you're here, and I'd enjoy a talk, catching news, you
know?"
Alice swall ows and says that she would enjoy that too. She feels so vul nerable

with him and she is not at all clear why; he has aged a little, but he's only a
few years ol der than her, and beneath the beard, there's still that broad, pleasant
face, not handsome but strong and good-I| ooki ng, not her type at all judging

by the record. Tinmis eyes are clear blue like a little boy's.

He takes her through the crowd back to the main house and then upstairs

to a sitting room overl ooki ng the backyard. From here they can watch the
party, lounging back in two large old deep red | eather chairs with their color
finely cracked.

"Jakey says you're working together."

e "W are.” Timsnmiles at the window. Sun is coming through now "He
wants to nove ne to LA and plug with sone full-spinal Yox fol ks. The next
step, you know "

"I'sn't what we have now enough?"
"Every few years, we need sonething new," Timsays. "I'mnot saying yes

or no yet, but it's there. It's tenpting. W could all wite our own ticket. LA
is eager to make Corridor deals again. Marilyn and all the others are out there,

but [ooks like the celeb nmarketing is cooling off. Home drama is noving up."”
"I hope it works out for you," Alice says.

"I think it will. How about you?"

"I'"ve done some work for Francis."

"Faeri e Queene. Good nove. M ght be the hottest thing Disney's ever offered.

It's getting great preevs."
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"Francis is just using me for backnind."
"Pity. You |l ook great."

"Nice," Alice says, smling at him "And your wife?"

"Living: in Macao. She's working Asian data services. W're on trial sep. |
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"I"'msorry," Alice says. Nowit's her turn for the sexual co-processor to work
overtime, and not because she wants Ti m back in her bed; she would do

what ever he wants (knowing Timis a gentlenman) as access to that nonent

when they can be alone for a long tine and tal k. Timhas al ways been the nman
she was nost likely to confess to, even nore than Mnstrel, whom she has never
loved in the same way. Mnstrel is like a place you cone to to relax; Tim has
al ways been a compl ete and beautiful shadow, a |ovely deeply respected ot her

She feels herself getting weak and inpul sive and clanps that quickly. If he's

so great, why did you dis himso bad, and throe tinmes? He kept com ng back like it
was his fault, and you just got worse, and finally you were al so cruel and arrogant.
You haven't seen himsince and here it's all nicey, no traces.

"No need to be sorry,"” he says. "I've always chosen badly."

Alice nakes a touch face but he doesn't pick up onit.

"She's her own wonan. | don't think she'll ever need ne the way | need a
woman. You probably know the type--all style and nunmber crunching, you
can hear the little chips huming in her head. She'll hook up with some Co-Prosperity

magnat e in Hong Kong or Kuala Lunpur. She's al nbst as beauti ful

as you are, and she'll pay a fortune to stay that way. Have you... ?"
"No," Alice says. "What you see is what you get."

Timsmles wyly. "I'd like to take you out on the | awn and put you up
agai nst Cat heri ne Deneuve."

"I's she out there?"

"Probably. Jakey rented the whole suite from 1940 on. They'll show up
t hr oughout the day."

"I"'mnot in that category,” Alice says.

"Don't underestinmate yourself. Wth a better tenp agency slot and a better
ganme-plan..."

"I had ny nonent," Alice says.

Ti msays nothing for a | ong pause, watching her with a tense grin. "Talk

to Jakey," he finally says. "We'll find sonething for you."

"I don't take handouts," she says.

Timleans forward and she feels as if he is about to | ecture her but he doesn't.
"You'll be hot after the Faerie Queene goes full Yox. You could end up slyer
and hi gher."

The burn has cooled in Tims presence. Timhas a way of driving out the
little disparate tugs in Alice's mnd, integrating her thoughts; she wants him

to be proud of her but knows that is unlikely, given their history.
"I"'mash," Aice says quietly.

"You don't need synpathy, not mne," Timsays.
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"It's true. | have too many handi caps. |If the business is going back to hone
and famly, what'll happen to all the succubi?"

Ti mlaughs until he al nbost hows. He shakes his head and w pes his eyes.
Alice sits still, liking that he appreciates her wit, but not sure she has been
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"I don't think we're doing nothing but home and famly just yet. Not if

Jake has anything to say about it. Besides,
You have been cutting a swath, haven't you?"

"It's my way," Alice says.
"I"msure you've enjoyed it."
"I'"'msure you disapprove."

there will always be teenage boys.

Timl eans back, the riposte fairly and cleanly delivered. "I never thought a
worman should live to the expectations of some man."

"I haven't," she says.
"No, you haven't."
"But I'mnot doing all that well,"’

Ti m | ooks pained. "Don't tell me that, Alice."

n \N]y?"

she says.

"I'"ve nmade sone mmj or m stakes."

"Eve since you.., ruined ny life," he says with a fal se chuckle, "you' ve
held a place in ny thoughts as the ultimate free spirit. Tied down to nobody

and owi ng nothing to anyone."
"Connecting with nobody for very |ong,

"I't would just hurt ne worse to think your

Al i ce adds.
ki nd of freedom doesn't work,"

Ti m says. "Because you could have chosen differently."

Alice | ooks down at her hands, knotted in her

| ap.

"Was all that pain wasted and pointless?" Ti m asks.
Alice deliberately relaxes her hands and | ays them on her knees, fingers

spread. "I've had to change."

"So have we all."

"I'"ve thought about you."

I Timraises his brows. "Thought what?"

"I wondered how you were doi ng. Who you were with and how they were

treating you."
"Four women since you
There it is again, even in his presence;

Ti m says. "They vari ed.
the burn is back. She frowns and

varied. And you?"

tries to say sonething, but there is no good answer. Statistics can't describe

her life. Hundreds, a thousand, npbst of them work;

twenty-five or thirty rel ationships,

but none of those even canme close to what she trashed with Tim

None of them nmade her feel so together
"Alot, | presune,"”
"Men, " she says, |aughing.

"Alice and nen," Ti msays, not |aughing.
all varieties in between."

"W bot h have nobody significant,'
to the sane place.”
"The sane place," Tim agrees.

"You scared me. You still do."

Alice says.

or so inadequate
Timsays tightly. "Variety."

"Al'i ce and nen and wonen and

"We've taken different roads
She does not want himto score all the points.
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"You were--you are--the only nman who nakes ne wonder what it would
be like to live a straight settled life. Wth. Wth you. Wrking as a team and

being | oyal. Sharing everything. Raising children. As a team The only one."

"My type can't be so rare," Tim says.

"No. For nme. |'ve been very choosy.., believe it or not."

"Don't cry," Timsays, his voice rough, resentful

"I"'mnot." But she is, the tears sliding down her cheeks. "It's been a tough

week. Forgive ne."
"You're a tough wonan."

"I'"mworn down. Sonething seens to think it's tine to show ne how stupid
I've been. WIIful."

"What does that nean?" he asks.

Just like Tim he hasn't been tracking the scandal ribes. She does not want
to tell himabout Crest, so she generali zes.

"Somebody suggests | should do this, go this way, | go the other way. |I'm
not in charge. Everybody else is in charge, they just do it in reverse. \Watever
they want me to do, they tell me to do the opposite.”

Ti m shakes his head. "That | don't understand at all."

"I ama little desperate and nore than a little lost," Alice says. "And you
don't have anybody."

They stare at each other with that sappy, deceptively meani ngful gaze that
seens to last forever but conveys no useful information

The burn is coring and singeing its way to the center of her brain. If Tim
reacts the way she needs himto, she will be saved; if he does not, she thinks
she mi ght as well just |lie back and shut her eyes and stop breathing.

"No, Alice," Timsays, and his voice is very gentle, very soft. "I have a |ot
of unresolved miseries to deal with. | hold grudges. |'mnot who you think
am and |I'mcertainly not what | was."

"I't mght be worth sone sort of effort, a try?" Alice suggests.

"I't hurts nme that things haven't worked out for you," Timsays again.
"Because to justify the pain you caused ne, you would have to have been right.

You woul d have to have done what was best."

"l was wrong."

"I don't want to hear that. | thought you were the finest, the nobst conplex
and beautiful. |I would have cut off nmy linbs to live with you. | dreanmed about
you night after night. You lived inside ne, | worshipped you. It was too nuch

and you proved that. You proved to ne that | did not deserve you and could
never reach your standards."

"l was cruel and stupid.”
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Ti m shakes his head vehenently. "If you did what you did for no good
reason, that neans we cone fromdifferent planets.”

Alice remenbers the voices outside. Echoes of Tim not Tim

"On ny planet,” he continues, "we don't flit around stonping on people,
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work to do and | just can't sit around and play the keys on wonen's enotions,
as a lark. On your planet, apparently, it's possible to do whatever you want
and forget about it. You haven't been thinking nuch about me, have you,

until now? You didn't suffer." H's voice goes |oud and deep, gravelly. "You
changed ny |i."

Timstands. He's trenbling he's so upset. "I'mall | have. | can't |et anyone
break me tw ce."

Jakey finds her in the main ballroom trying to get lost in the crowd. She's
| ooking for Twi st but she's no longer in sight; off with the Goon gai ning
experi ence, probably.

"Hey, Corgeous," Jake says. "l've got sonething for you. One of ny live

tal ent bookings fell through. | need a replacenment, a real showpi ece. There are
a lot of sly top people here. | can introduce you, let you shine... Interested?"
Al'i ce deci des sonething shoul d be sal vaged. "Sure," she says.

"You | ook roughed,"” Jake says with professional candor. "Pull it together

and we have a deal ."

"I'mtogether," Alice says.

"I have another fellow here . .. You two are perfect. You' ve worked with

M nstrel before, haven't you?"

Alice nods. "He's here?"

"You two are perfect,"” Jake repeats. "It's a beta deno on full-spine interface.

The next big step. W have a mmjor studio-produced Yox that glows. You can

do the denmo with Mnstrel--it's sensuous as all hell, Alice. People will recdognize
you. You're rising with Faerie Queene. You'll be on the sly spin!"

"Where's Mnstrel ?" Alice asks.

Jake leads her to a small side roomdecorated with fall colors. Ghosts of

|l eaves fall with an eternal rustling sound just outside the surface of the walls.

M nstrel is sitting on a pliant burnt-orange couch, pushing his bare feet into

t he paradi se garden pattern of a Persian rug. He | ooks up and grins, then

stands, and seens a little startled when Alice clings to him pressing her face
into his shoul der

"Hey, not so fast," Jake says. "Gve us time to do setup. It's all arranged--you're

getting twice your tenp scale. 1'll add another share if it goes well.
VWait here a few mnutes and I'l|l cone back and get you." He rubs his hands
t oget her and shakes his head in adniration. "You two are so hot/"

Jake |l eaves and Mnstrel strokes Alice's cheek. "I am being squeezed to

death by a lovely wonman," he says. "Do | dare ask why?"

"Because you're the only decent man on this planet,"” Alice says into his

shirt. She pokes her nose into his shoulder, then draws her face up and back

"You can't believe what's happened to nme since we were at Francis's studio.”" "lInn'r
hard," Mnstrel warns. "My foundations have been
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"Do you think that's it?" Alice asks, half serious, staring up at him "W're
cursed by old king Fuck?"

"Undoubt edly. Two hal f | overs, starscrewed by the tetragrammaton." "Wat is Jakey pl anni ng?"
"You vol unteered without know ng?"

"We're supposed to denb a Yox, he said."

"Jakey's tied up with a conpany that wants to narket full spinal interfaces.
d ue a neural induction ribbon fromtail to tete, and live Yox to the fullest.
Even better if you' ve swallowed a monitor or two."

"What sort of Yox?"

"Knowi ng Jakey, and knowing us, it's not going to be a train ride through

the Urals."

"I''"ll do anything as long as it's with you," Alice says.

Jake enters, and behind himsteps the three nen in |l ongsuits who had

been conferring with Tim Timis nowhere in view Jake introduces Alice and
M nstrel; these are top execs and investnment managers with Golden Nitro,

who are slotting Jake's next ten Yox productions for limted fibe release in
California and Kansas, test markets before opening gate to the world. They
seemto be famliar with Alice, and one of them knows Mnstrel and has warm
eyes for him

"W can NOT do better than these two," Jake enthuses. "They | ook eggs-ce/lent for a denp strip to
show the full spinal, get the crowd's blood up, and

then we |l et them experience the full Yox. The crowd sees a vid and Iimted
moni tor version. How you two react,” Jake hints, "will inpress the hell out

of the crowd out there."

"Al right," Alice says. "Let's do it."

"I't's a sensual feast, nulticultural, very exciting and very rel axi ng," Jake
adds, a bit taken back by her eagerness. He can't believe he does not have to
sell the idea a little harder.

"Cot it," Alice says. "Gentlenen, do we gate it or do we stand here with

our clothes on?"

"I"'mready," says one of the execs warnmly, watching Alice like a hungry
puppy. She brushes past himthrough the door. She knows the routine. Jake,
what ever his tendency, is not a pinp. She's good behind gl ass today.

Ri chard Thonpson is standing in the main ballroomw th Catherine De-neuve

and Judy Garland. They just aren't attracting that nuch attention today,

per haps because they seemto be mal functioning: fading and rippling every
few seconds. Thonpson is still staring at Alice and she does not like it.
Jake makes his announcenents and does his puffery, hyping the process.

Alice strips with style until she is naked, and Mnstrel removes his shirt as if
preparing for an underwear shot. They stand on a foam pad set in the mddle
of the room Sone of the nmen in the audi ence hoot.

Twist is still out of sight. Maybe she's falling in love with the goon
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the crowd can see. Two techs, a man and a woman, give up on trying to nake

the cel ebs work snmoothly and open the silver canisters carrying the inducers.

These are long and sl ender, skinsticky on one side, with a silver stripe up the
length, like minimal jewelry for the spine. Alice stretches her arns up provocatively
as her inducer is applied. Mnstrel gets his, and the inducers are

hooked to a fibe which feeds into a | arger than usual Yox player

"Just to show you what the future holds," Jake says, "we'll let two of the

nmost sensual people | know revel in a world of sensation, total enotional and

bodily imrersion. Silk and fire and scented oil."

"Not a dry seat in the house," one of the execs coments. Jake lets this

crudity pass.

Alice will ignore the people, concentrate on Mnstrel and on this exposure.

She needs a boost now, affirmation, both the crowd's and Mnstrel's. Proof of

her solid worth.

Jake gives them sheer silk robes and whispers in her ear, "You're on. Alice,

let it all go. You can do all it takes."

Let them stare.

One of the techs seens to be having difficulty. "Excuse ne,
smling broadly. "A few beta snags."

"Bugs for tea," soneone in the crowd says, quoting a famliar vid punch
line. The crowd is warm and receptive. She can feel the energy, the support.
They're all |overs now.

Alice hears the tech mutter to Jake, "We're getting sonme feed from anot her
l'ine. You have a high-flow system runni ng sonmewhere?"

"No," Jake says. "Maybe the nei ghbors."

4

Jake says,

"It's here,
doit."
Alice and Mnstrel inprovise a small dance on the pad, stepping over their

the tech says, and then the other tech says, "We're clear. Let's

ri bes as they cross, hands held high, gallant and el egant before the unknown.

The party crowd eats it happily.

"W're worth a fortune," Mnstrel tells Alice, smling at her. Alice beans

and | eans her head to one side, coming in tune with the nmonent and the

sinple grace of this man. Her body treats this as a seduction already and the

Yox has not begun.

She has never seen M nstrel nore handsone. Eyes just skirting sadness,

mouth wry, attention on her

The adol escent nmale with his feet in dirt is back, flickering and shi mrering
inthe front of the circling crowd. Alice ignores him

Then the inducer beconmes a warmtea-bath along their spines, with a snel

of roses and a hint of sand under their heels. Alice giggles. The effects are well
chosen. She feels sun on her face and arns. It |lacks the hints of jitter she's had
under previous Yox immersions; this is round, velvety, and totally convincing,

l:. gl A

h

oh-r? wirh(
ut being iaed.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (230 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (231 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

/' SLANT 203

is falling and they are shivering. This is going to be sone deno; hot and col d,
sweet and sour.

The gate opens and beyond lies a Maxfield Parrish tw light over an Arabian

Ni ghts bazaar, small beautifully dressed people wal king on streets paved with
shi mering wet cobbles. The air is full of tinkling raindew that |ands sweetly
on their hands, warm ng |ike al cohol on the tongue. Her shoul ders are

wei ghted with heavy brocaded cloth and she | ooks to one side to see Mnstre

in a suit of the sane, violet and blue and red and shot through with gold

t hr eads.

Li ghtning splits the sky and the rain becones little noths.

A sweeping cut and they stand at the parapet of a palace, and behind them

a vast round chanber filled with beautiful nen and wonen, |arge and snall
sone giants, sone barely the size of her hand, and they murnmur and whi sper

of the beauty of the two on the parapet, with the ancient city spread beneath
t hem

Ali ce does not care about being fenmale, she is too powerful for that, all her
m sconceptions are erased and new enbodi nents replace them The play of

sense is all inthis city, this chanber. To dance is to experience an intense
pl easure in one's feet, as if they mght nelt in supplication. For Mnstrel, al
of her will nelt; he can command and she can comand, and they will flow

i nto one anot her.

Alice and Mnstrel continue to dance on the pad in the mddle of the
bal | room but the noves are repetitive. They are el sewhere.

Jake and, at last, Tim along with the rest of the crowd, watch the vid
screens and ooh and ahh in conmunion. Timavoids |ooking directly at Alice;
he seems nunb to the whol e spectacle. He is here because Jake has asked him
to be here.

The sim cel ebs have all shut down and noved to a corner to get out of
t he way.

Alice knows this structure; Yox at its nost abstracted, sweep and visual and

now i ntense sensory excitation, all flesh and muscle but no joints, all push

wi t hout |everage, linearity abandoned for imediate gratification. The gratification
would ring hollow if not for the artistry of the sensory, its own kind

of music; the Ygxicians have devel oped this to a fine art, and the producers

have hired the best to showcase their new enhancenents.

For a nmonent Alice forgets who and where she is. The parapet is a universe,

the figures all around are her friends, she is awash in social confirmtion from
tail to tete, as Mnstrel said. Stars twinkle in a false sky better than real; stars
and noon are her friends, beani ng sharp jewel approval down on her |iaison

with the Partner. What she sees is enhanced. Mnstrel is her Partner, but he

is, if anything, even nore beautifully angular, and his skin seens bathed in

nmusk.

"It's what we're here for," the Partner tells her, bringing her closer. The
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ni ppl es need to weep honey and mil k. She sees the dripping gold and cream
fluid fromher breasts bead on his curled hairs, snells his nusk intensifying,
becom ng very nearly skunky.

Sonewhere, the crowd i s caught up and has fallen silent, good Yoxers riding

on a thick saddle the horse that Alice rides bareback, but all with accepting
uncritical nerve endings, all seeking that release nore controlled and artifactua
t han a drug-induced plunge.

Mnstrel tells her again this is what they're here for. She can feel his reaction
echo her own and then double it, wavetrains in phase, they are being

wat ched by thousands who approve, the stars are overjoyed that this conmunion

is taking place under their sphere. No strain, no adverse judgnent,

no criticism sneaking off as teenagers with all the neuronal flushes in flood,
and finding that all frmilies involved have arranged it this way, full cultura

and soci al approval, celebrating joy, all instincts confirned, there will be a

party after.

Bl ank.

I ce, broken gl ass.

Di scontinuity////like a skip in the feed.

A curious face confronts her fromthe edge of the parapet. The adol escent.
The floor of the pavilion is covered with thick black dirt, steamrising from
the dark heat of fernentation

"Are you Alice Grale?" the adol escent asks. "Did.you visit Terence Crest
just before he died?"

Alice feels a tug and parts from M nstrel

"Please tell me," the adol escent says. "I nust be sure."

"Yes," Alice says, conpletely off guard and confused that this should be in
ake's deno.

"l apol ogi ze, but this is ny DUTY."

Wth that large, brief word, the pavilion collapses into a thatch of nisplaced
scans and slipping overlays of color. Al of Alice's senses skew. Mlting becones
i nci neration, acceptance becones angry condemmation. She is guilty beyond
redenption; the crowd | oathes her, the stars turn away.

M nstrel's hands reach through the sliding, rippling fragnents of the Yox.
"Grab me!" he yells. "Sonmething's wong!" Alice hears Mnstrel scream

The air snells of sulfur and vinegar, She feels her skin burn away and her
muscl es pop their tendons free fromher bones. She jerks.

It seens forever. The crowd is shrieking abuse, she is a little girl stripped

of all protection, everything she does, even taking a breath, is condemed. She
cries out for synmpathy, to regain that approval so sharply cut | oose. Mnstrel's
hands fl oat before her but she can't touch them she has her own desperate
concerns.
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That is Jake.

The techs are yelling about a scranbl ed signal

"Cone on," Timtells Alice, |eaning down over her. "Don't go to sleep
Stay awake. Don't sleep.”

But Alice can't help herself. Sleep is the only escape, besides death, and that

woul d be even better, if she had enough strength to make the arrangenents.
And then there is pain beyond belief, tail to tete and in her soul. It wll
never end; Alice knows that in fact she has died and, without an instant's
pause, she has gone straight to hell

The medi cal s are human and seem prof essional. They connect her and di aghose
her and whi sper to each other |ike professionals.

Timis telling her something.

She can still see Mnstrel's hands, limed in purple and frozen like the
afterimge froma brilliant flash.

She is back in the autumm roomwth the falling | eaves.

Jake is trying to tell her sonething

"The whol e house net is a shanbles. Something broke the firewalls. Do you
think they did it? Some sort of sabotage? Wo enpl oyed them | ast?"

That' s Jake speaki ng.

"You need to stay aw. ake and | et your nerves throw off the--"

The burn is inescapabl e. Disapproval is her burn. Al ways and everywhere

she has feared the disapproval of men and lovers and | arger society.

"Conme on, Alice."

"I don't want to." That's ne speaking.

"Where is Mnstrel ?" she asks.

She is sitting in a chair in the autum roomdrinking a glass of water while

the nmedicals sit one on each side and a third, an arbeiter, rises before her

apply patch after patch to bal ance her nonoani nes and transnmitters. The burn
will not go away.

"Shi fuh muh ick," she babbles. She feels her face and arns twi tching

"She's lost it, she's a fucking weck, and what the fuck is wong with hinP"
angry and scared.

"She kicked it all down. | know she did it, she's a fucking weck."

Jake again. Timis talking quietly. "Shut up, Jake. How in hell could she
have done anything it's your nachines."

The | eaves fall. Alice watches themw th zonbie dedication. Timis saying
sormething inportant. He's saying that Mnstrel is dead.

"Ch," Alice says. Mnstrel's hands fade. It is time now to hang on to those
things that are nost basic; it is tine to. gurvive and maybe she can work to
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"That's Seattle PD. The cops are coming already--the nedicals called them
Christ, he's dead. A stupid Yox can't kill somebody."

That's Jake agai n.

"Soneone tried to kill me," she tells them

They stare at her in silence. Al of them a circle of faces. Silence is the sane
as incendiary disapproval. Alice's head is on fire.

"Call her. Please."

"Al right. 1'lIl send a touch."

And that, ar the last, is Tim

The party has died as well. Only two or three friends of Jake's renain. The

medi cal s have done all they can and two Eastside PD officers and a forensic-pathol ogy
arbeiter have arranged a cooling frame around M nstrel's body in

the mddl e of the ballroom

Alice sits in a corner, still hooked to the nmedical arbeiter, listening to her

own heartbeat and inner voices, all saying it's tine for her to give it up. But
she knows she's tough enough to survive this one, too. The burn is out of

control; her self is a scorched wasteland, but this is still nuch better than what
went before--desert heat conpared to a wall of bl owtorches.

She knows that everyone in the roomthinks of her as human garbage; she
must be responsi ble for what happened, and for Mnstrel being dead.

Timleft ten minutes ago, when the PD arrived. Cearly he could not stand
to l ook at her. Jake has left the room too. The techs who arranged the Yox
beta are still being questioned, and a PD Comm specialist turns fromthem
4and wal ks over to Alice's corner, pad in hand.

"How are you?" the young nman asks. Alice can hardly bear to | ook at him
"Better," she says.

"Yeah," he says, shaking his head. "I believe that. Do you know what a
hel |l crown is?"

"Yes," Alice says. "Torture."

"Do you know the secret of a hellcrown?"
"No. "

"It creates a |l oop between parts of your brain and other parts, parts that
don't belong together. It takes any weakness or doubt and magnifies it, and it
magni fies guilt and even physical pain--all very sinple. People don't realize
how easy it is to make a hellcrown. But it is not easy to convert a Yox into a
hell crown, even with this full spinal interface. You' ve asked for another PD
officer to conme here. Fourth Rank Mary Choy. She's working homicide. Do

you think sormeone tried to kill you?"

"Yes," Alice says, cringing at his tone.
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"He had twenty-five seconds. That extra five seconds is what killed him
Autonomi c linbic signals were fed directly into his cerebral cortex. Do you
understand any of this, Mz Gale?"

"No," Alice says. She cringes again, terrified that she is unable to be nore

cooperative. "I saw who tried to do it. A young man. He said his nane was
Roddy. "

"He was here, at the party?"

"He was in the Yox, too. He..." It sounds so ridiculous she has to stee

herself just to keep talking. She is ridicul ous enough just sitting where she is,
under this officer's gaze.

"Go on."

"He was standing in dirt. He replaced a simceleb, | nean--his imge. And

he appeared in the Yox."

"Coul d you give an artist a clear description?"

"l suppose so."

"I"'msorry you're in pain, Mz Gale. The nedicals recormmend a course of

full therapy and deep bal ancing, just as if you had been subjected to a hell-
crown, but we can't make you do that. | just wanted to rem nd you--"

"When is she coning?"

Alice | ooks up at the sound of footsteps. It's the wonan with the mahogany
skin. She's wearing casual PD garb, pants and utility jacket, and is carrying a
sat chel

Mary Choy kneels beside Alice. "I'mvery sorry about your friend," she says,
touching Alice's face and then hol ding her hand. Alice does not draw back

this is the person she wants. The touch feels as good as anything can feel now.
"Soneone tried to kill me."

"I know. Al right." Mary pats her hand, stands, and speaks to the Eastside Commofficer in a | ow
voi ce. Alice does not want to hear what she is saying;

she does not want to hear anything about M nstrel

But she catches the response of the Eastside officer: "We'll link it, then

Keep us inforned. "

Mary assures himshe wll.

"Alice, I'd like you to cone with ne. If you want, | can protect you."

"I want to be protected,” Alice says. "I want to talk to you. | want you to
like nme, | really do."

"I like you," Mary says. "Don't worry about that. It's just the pain tal king.
It'Il go away. You are not a suspect in this or any other case. Though you

m ght be a material witness. If you wish to contact any personal representative,
an advocate--"

"My agency needs to know. God, if they dunp me--they mght dunp

me. "
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"WIIl you sign ny pad and give me perm ssion to put you under ny
protection?”

"Yes," Alice says, and signs the pad with a shaky hand.
"Your agency hasn't treated you very well, Alice. If you want to contact an
out si de advocate, let's do that now. Then you'll conme with ne."

Alice stands on shaky legs. "Mnstrel is so sweet," she tells Alice, as if
confiding a secret. "He has never been anything bur the sweetest friend. Roddy

killed himjust because he was with nme. Can you believe that?"
"Who' s Roddy?" Mary asks.
In the PD car, Alice tells Mary what little she knows.

Mary listens closely as the car takes themto her hone. None of it nakes
sense. This is the work of an amateur, a cruel and i mensely powerful amateur,

but still
A chil d.

It's absurd, but at |east now the problemis assunming a form and it has a
name.
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THE
COOL, ALL- SEEI NG
Al as! Money is not the root of all evil. Money is just a synmbol. It is
the greed for synbols that debases us; noney buys other synbols that
represent all our |acks and deficits, while not filling any real voids. W are

encouraged to accept this exchange by the faux heroes and heroines on the
vid and Yox, images of acconplishment as i nhunan as any prosthetute, and
not a whit as synpathetic.

They feel sawdust sadness, tinsel gladness.

Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

Chl oe has been noved to a recovery room (the chart on the door informs him

the doctor is not available), and has been talking with a specialty therapi st and
pl aced under constant nonoam nes | evel check. It is eleven in the norning

and Jonat han has spent exactly two hours at the Nutrimtower workplace and

one hour at home, trying to catch up on essentials; but he is still way behind.
He can't sleep

He enters Chloe's private room She sits by the w ndow, wearing a hospital
gown and her own robe, sent to her by Penel ope, and Yox gl asses. Hospitals
do not allow patients in Chloe's category to access fullband Yox.

The roomis sinple and attractive, soothing creans and browns and pal e
greens. It is a vast inprovenment over the blue-curtained emergency and di agnostic
center.

"I'"'mhere," Jonathan says. He does not cone any cl oser: sonething about

her position in the chair, the tension visible in her cheeks, the slow novenent
of her lips. "Hello, Chloe." Slowy, Chloe renmobves her glasses and swi vels her
chair to face him She stares at himsteadily.

"Did you know that neutral is neural with a T?" she asks. Then she | ooks
away and sniles, shaking her head as if she has been all too clever. "Hello,
Jonat han. "

"Feeling better?"

"Much different, thank you." Her face winkles as if she is suppressing
sonething. "I'mstill angry, if that's what you nean. But better.., nore sure
of nmyself. Yes."

"Dr. Stringer tells me it mght be sonme tinme before you' re feeling okay."
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"Penel ope and Hiram have been waiting to see you. They're at school now,

"l don't want to see themwi th you. They're ny kids, | Iove them but I

don't want you here."

Jonat han feels once nore the sensation of being reduced to a husk

"Wasn't | clear enough last tinme?" she asks. Wth an effort, her head canted
to one side, Chloe tries to control a flow of randomwords filling the back of
her throat. Jonathan catches only ugly fragnents, spat at himlike little rocks: uck, shi, er
head, m ss, dog, muh. She straightens her head and conposes her

features. "I amso... fucking angry and di sappointed | can hardly see straight.
It won't get any better.”

Again the canting of her head, the tension in her hands, the sounds.

"I hate this," she says. "Leave ne al one."

Jonat han stares at her, silent.

"It's over. | thought | told you that already."

He jerks and twists his nouth as he | ooks to one side. "I don't believe it.
I'"ve made ny life around you and the children.”

"Then you should have treated ne with nore respect. It's been years since

| cared about you. Now |I'm sick of the sight of you. You' ve never known how

to treat me. | don't trust you. Thank you for coming, Jonathan. Now get the
FUCK out of here." Her face peaks at full-blown rage as she spews that word.
"This is just the illness,” Jonathan says weakly.

"This is the way | am [|'ve cone to ny senses. |I'mhiring an advocate..

as soon as this.., place gives nme back nmy rights to take action. Nothing's
going to change. Get the fuck out of here." MIder, used to it. But again the
4contortion, the fragments: Uh, Mih, Ick, Uck, Shi. God, nuh, am shi

She turns away and puts the gl asses back on. Her cheeks tense.

You knew better than to cone again, but you did. She told you this last tinme, in
di fferent words.

He doesn't want these defenses, his intellect knows what this is all about

and can handle it, thank you; she will get better. But instinct says no. He
cannot cancel that inpression. He turns and wal ks out of the room

The hospital feels cold and the walls echo and the air outside is so cold

it seems to weaken him To counter the cold, he banks the heat of his own
anger.

On the autobus, he places a nmessage to Penelope's sig and tells her he's set
the house to nmake dinner and he's going to be late. He has no i dea where he
will be then; perhaps at Marcus's house. He is on automatic. He is doing things
wi t hout thinking, his linbs noved by deeper rhythnms, and the rage and fear
curled up inside are like a fire.

The old Jonathan is crisp to the touch, ready to flake away.
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Marcus Reilly answers his own front door and reacts with surprise to Jonathan's
appear ance on his doorstep. "Wy, Jonathan, | thought you were | ess than
convi nced. "
"l had to think about it," Jonathan says.
"You' re on conpassionate |eave, | understand,” Marcus says as they step

into the foyer. The house is huge, bigger than Jonathan had expected,

and is situated on five acres of prine Medina waterfront overl ooking Lake
Washi ngt on.

"Chloe's in the hospital," Jonathan says, and no nore. Marcus probably

knows all about it, knows all about everything. Jonathan does not want to talk
about Chloe or indeed his famly or any part of his nessed-up life.

"We're in the back study," Marcus says. "The center of our little recruiting
group. W had work to do whether you showed up or not, but I'mglad you're
here. "

"Wuldn't nmiss it," Jonathan says.

Marcus confronts himin the hall by the massive living room Jonathan

stares in mngled shock and admration at a wall frieze above the long white
couch: a pack of man-sized prehistoric nonsters, dinosaurs. Their black fossi
bones poke fromthe wall as if it were a veil of fog, and the ani mals seem ready
to | eap on whonever is in the room For a nmoment, he al nost misses what

Marcus is saying.

"There's an edge in your voice, Jonathan."

"Ah--it's been a rough night, Marcus."

Marcus gestures to the back of the house. "Back in the study," he says.
"They're very sensitive, like a pack of wolves. They can sense any kind of
hesitance and believe me, they'll pounce on it."

Jonat han nods solemly and visualizes a pack of fully fleshed dinosaurs in
the study, dressed in longsuits and snoking pipes, waiting for him He doesn't
care. Anything would be better than what he faces now.

"W have a |lot at stake here. Even though |I've vouched for you, they're

men of independent judgnent."

"A'l men?" Jonat han asks.

"All men in this group,” Marcus answers

"Good, " Jonathan says. Marcus half turns to continue their wal k and Jonat han

touches his arm "I'msorry, Marcus. I'mtogether on this. It's the rest
of my life that's a shanbles..."
"Well, maybe we can do sonething about that. Gve a fell ow some purpose."'

Jonat han smiles and hitches his shoulders forward, makes as if to roll up

his sleeves. "Ready," he says.

The wal k seens to stretch forever, past room after room of cases packed

with beautifully bound art books and rare literature, glass cabinets filled with
ceram ¢ figurines, high-back |eather chairs; the carpet is white wool, not neta
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bolic yet clean as can be and enornously expensive. The walls are period pale
wood, ash or birch fromthe twentieth century, when the house was nade

There is no vid or Yox in evidence; even Jonathan has allowed a vid roomin

t hei r house.

"lIt's big," Jonathan says as they approach a | arge oaken door. Qutside, sun
has energed again and yell ow warnth gl ows through French doors in an exercise
roomto their right.

"Twel ve thousand square feet. Built by one of the Medina software noguls
inthe late nineties. Afiowtech classic. He had the dinosaurs installed. They're

real fossils, not casts. Peculiar taste, but | like 'em"
"They' re charm ng," Jonat han says.

Mar cus opens the door. The roomis blue with cigar and pipe snoke. It

snel |l s herbaceous, like a fire in an exotic jungle. Tobacco of this high quality
is very expensive, however; Jonathan estimates there's about a thousand dollars
worth of snmoke in the study. Jonathan does not snoke hinmsel f, though he has

no objections to it. Wth cancer a worry of the past, a nunber of vices have
resumed their place in upper-class Amrerican life.

Five nen sit or stand in the haze. They stop tal king and stare at Jonathan
expectantly. The roomis small, only twenty feet on a side, and filled with
confortably worn ol der couches and chairs. Here, scattered on the built-in
bookshel ves, is a |l ess fancy selection of real books: tattered popul ar novels, and
what used to be call ed hardbacks, in casual disarray. Jonathan's grandfather

woul d have felt confortable here.

Agai nst one wall, an open shelf supports a collection of antique cal cul ators,
"l apt op" conputers | ess powerful than a nbdern dattoo, and early chen ca
fil mcameras, of the sort called autofocus.

The short est
in the
i s brown-ski nned and about

man
room

Jonat han' s

age.

He has a round, funny face with large staring eyes and a quick smle. He's
dressed in exercise togs; they all are.

Only two of themare currently snoking, though the ashtrays are filled with
the wasted | ong butts of cigars. RRzialL Jonathan thinks.

"So who's this, Marcus?" the short man asks. There are two nen ten or
fifteen years ol der than Jonathan, of Marcus's generation, though with the

heal t hy, exercised, hard faces of the studiously well-off. The remaining two are
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tall and serious and younger than Jonathan, out of their social depth but gane
enough and smart enough. Four of the five are Caucasian. The short man is
probably East | ndian.

"This is Jonathan,” Marcus says. "He's our candidate for this week."

They all nmurnmur greetings. Then the five sit. Jonathan and Marcus renain

st andi ng.

"Jonat han, do you recognize any of these nen?"

"No, sir," Jonathan says.

"And do you recogni ze Jonat han?"
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"You' ve been given Jonathan's CV in a cleansed form without particul ars.
The group's personnel director has vetted the facts. Jonathan cones through
with even nore purity than nost of us.”

The ot hers laugh. Then the faces get sonber. This is not funny. Marcus
pul I s out a straight-backed wooden chair and Jonathan sits in it.

"Jonathan, we're all in deadly earnest here. I'mgoing to ask you sone
guestions, and if you answer the way | expect you will, 1'll ask you one fina
question. If you answer that with a yes, you're in and you can't ever |eave..

Qur group, | mean, not the house."
Nobody smles this tinme.

"Al'l right," Jonathan says. |f sonmebody were to pull out a fiechette pisto

and ask himif he wants three of themin his chest, right now, he m ght answer

yes; he feels deeply sad and betrayed and so much | ove for Chloe that a chil

ache fills his body and paral yzes half his judgnment. He can't think of anybody

in his famly who would not be better off if he were renpved fromthis life.

This is the nodern equivalent of trying out for the French Foreign Legion, he thinks,
but then doubts the truth of it.

"Jonathan, is this world in good shape?"

Jonat han | ooks up over his shoul der at Marcus. Marcus points to the five:
face them

"No," he says decisively.

"Does this world nmeet the standards you would set for a lively, interesting
kind of place, a good place to |ive?"

"No," he says nore softly.

"What woul d you say to the possibility of living in a better place?"
"I'"'d like to know where it is."

"Whul d you go there if you coul d?"

"Yes," Jonat han says.

"We're naking that world right now," Marcus says. "A place where pioneers
and reasonable nen can raise their fanmlies in peace and security, wi thout facing
t he hi deous, soul-destroying tenptations of a society mad with its own lust."

Jonat han | ooks at the others nervously. The words soul -destroying and | ust
stick in his head.

"Wul d you work very hard, and nake sone substantial sacrifices, if you
knew you could live in a better, noral, rational place?"

"Yes," Jonat han says in a whisper. A noral, rational place would not have
al | owned Chl oe to danmmge herself; she would be his alone, and he woul d never
have danaged her.

"l didn't hear that," one of the older nen says.

"Yes," Jonat han speaks up, and clears his throat. The short darker nan
pours a glass of water froma pitcher and hands it to him

"What if the means of getting there were.., troubl esone. Wat if you had
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to | eave much of what you cherish in this world behind, to get to this better
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Jonathan feels Iike a fish on a griddle, all the juices broiled out of him "I
don't have nuch here," he nurnurs.
"This new world is not sone airy-fairy dream"” Marcus continues. "You
won't get there on a magic bus or by stepping through sone secret garden
gate. W have to make this world oursel ves.
"Al'l the nen and wonen in this new world will have undergone rigorous
filtering. They'll have proven thenselves to be strong fol ks who know how to
wor k hard and get along with others. The basic old school room virtues. Does
that describe you?"
"If his CVis correct,

it does.”
Jonathan is relieved not to have to answer. He feels no inner confidence and
does not know why the others should be confident of him He keeps staring
ahead, though not directly at any of the faces. They remain focused on him
and his reactions.
"You may have to sacrifice everything, even your own linmted sense of what
is right and wong," Marcus says.
Jonat han | ooks at Marcus, puzzled.
"It's the old equation," Mrcus says. "Usually fornulated by madnen and
tyrants with no noral sense. We have the noral sense to fornulate the equation
correctly."

"Al'l right,"” Jonathan acqui esces.

the second ol der man says, "then we all believe that

"You may have to give up your connections, all of your old friendships."
Even in his present condition, this is getting spooky; what are they going
to ask himto do, shoot his relatives? But Jonathan believes he can still back

out. They haven't asked himthe ultimte question. He truly does not know
Cow he will

answer .

"It won't come instantly, this newworld. It night take decades. W need

all of your personal assets and connections in this present world, this inperfect

world, to nmake it happen. But in the end.., the Earth will be cleansed, re
newed, rebooted as it were, with a new polish and a youthful gleam W will

give the human race a new chance to shine forth in the universe."

This hits sonething deep in Jonathan. For years, he has felt inadequate to

deal with all the little frustrations of a world going wong; the world has even
pushed its tunmors of corruption into his famly, through his wife. It wants to
break him He owes it no all egiance.

"Al'l right," Jonathan says.

"W can't give you any nore details until you say you will join us," Marcus

concl udes. "You know ne. You know |I'm no nonster, that we won't call for

genocide or all-out war, that our nmethods will be subtle and long-term Think

of it as a biological and political necessity. Think of it as just giving yourself

alittle advantage by being part of the change, for once in your life, instead of

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (248 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

standi ng outside, looking in..."
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"W don't need any fancy | anguage fromyou, not now. You will swear an

oath today and sign a contract at sone point, just to nake things formal. |

will ask you the question, and if you answer yes, you are in. You can't back
out. If you do, you will be killed."

This jolts Jonathan, though he has expected it. Two days ago, he woul d

have backed away fromthis small roomand its intent group of nmen, he would
have checked with his renmaining sense of self and decided this solemm craziness
was much too nmuch for a fanmily nman with any sense; but he is still enpty
inside. Hs self is too knocked-over to respond.

"I"mready," Jonathan says. This will do it; this will give hima purpose.

This will bring himback

"Are you with us? That's the question, Jonathan. Think it over before you

deci de. "

Jonat han cl oses his eyes, opens them holds up one hand as if to ask for a
drink of water, but the glass is right beside him sitting on the carpet by the
chair. He reaches to pick it up, drinks, replaces the gl ass.

"I" mwith you," he says.

The tension in the roomshould break, he thinks, but it does not. The air

is thick with nore than fadi ng tobacco snoke. The other nmen stand.

"We've all taken the oath," the brown man says. "Adni nister the oath,

Mar cus. "

Marcus pulls a sheet of paper fromhis pocket. He unfolds the paper with

a soft crackling sound and reads Jonat han the requirenents, step by step. The
docunent restates what he has already heard in lawer's |anguage rather than
ranpant ideals, and it does not give any nore details about what they are

going to do to nake this new world. Jonathan feels a little sick. It's too late
to back out. He rises.

"We're all of diverse beliefs and we don't think you have to swear on any

anci ent book to make a pact for the rest of your life," Marcus says.

"Amen to that," says the round-faced darker nman, and the others snile

briefly.
"Swear allegiance to the group, to the neans depl oyed by the group and
the ends sought by us all, on your life and deepest self, on all you value and

hol d dear, to forfeit all these things should you violate this oath or back away
fromour common goal s.”

"I swear allegiance to the group..."

"To the neans depl oyed by the group and the ends sought by us all."

"To the nmeans depl oyed by the group and the ends sought by us all."

"On all you value and hold dear."

"On all | value and hold dear. | will "
"To forfeit all these things should you violate the oath or back away from
its goals."

"I swear to forfeit all these things should | violate the oath or back away
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"Good," Marcus says. "You're now a man with real purpose in life."

"Thank you," Jonat han says. He feels faint. Marcus supports him The others
smle broadly and gather around, offering himtheir hands. They are brothers.
He shakes hands one by one, but his face feels cold and his whole body is
sweat i ng.

"Back off, guys," Marcus says gently. "This was tough on all of us. He needs
some roomto breathe."

"Thank you," Jonat han says. But inside, Ch, God, | don't j% any better

They have drinks in the dining room Marcus serving frombehind a snal

wet bar, dispensing excellent (so he says) single nalt scotch and fine New
Zeal and and French wi nes. The nmen are all |aughing and cracking jokes;

the tension is broken. They tell their nanes to Jonathan and he | oses all of
the nanes within mnutes, except for the short brown nan with the

anused face, whose nane is Cadey, Jamal Cadey. He is not usually so forgetful
He is just very stretched.

Cadey takes him aside. "That went rather well," he says to Jonathan. "Marcus
tells us you have a special business degree in mcronmechanics. But he wasn't
any nore specific than that--and that could be anything fromprotein synthesis
to full-blow nano."

"Mostly food synthesis research. Feeding nano and people. That's what ny
conpany does," Jonat han says. Right now, any of these men could ask him
the size of his prick and he'd tell with hardly a blink

He does not feel alive; but then, neither is he dead. This |ack of any inner

uality bothers himlike a missing tooth.

He wonders if this is how Chloe feels

"1 design autopoietic software structures," Cadey says. "Self-nmaking and
mai nt ai ni ng busi ness tools for | NDAs, nostly. W should have a lot to talk

about comes the tine--but you don't have many details yet, do you?"
"None, " Jonat han says. "I have no idea what |'ve sworn nyself to."

"Hits us all that way at first,"’
concept ?"

Cadey says. "You've heard of the Omphal os

"Yes, of course,"” Jonathan says cautiously. He's been interested in |ongevity
and freezing down, even warm sl eep, for several years now, though he's never
told Chl oe.

"We have five of themin the works so far, two in Russia, one in Pakistan
one in Southern China, and one in Geen |daho." Cadey's eyes tw nkle. "The
public knows nothing, really."

Marcus finds the two of them beside the bar. "Jamal spilling secrets already?"
he asks, sniling.

"He's earned sone answers,
W ne.

Cadey says, and pours hinself another glass of
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five minutes. Beate's conming hone and she wants us out of here. W Spock
her, poor woman." Mrcus smiles with al nost malicious enjoynent.

Cadey resunes. "The Onphal oses are not tonbs, not at all. Each can hold

ten thousand live individuals for cold or warm sl eep
Very confortably,

with all the anenities.”

"Conti nuous pl easant dreans--education--even keeping track of the outside
wor | d, though that m ght be depressing," Marcus says. "Alittle bit of
heaven before we get to work in a new world."

"Space travel ?" Jonat han asks, dissenbling behind a dunb question

"No- 000, " Cadey says, with an uncertain grin. "W stay right on Earth.

We' || have over a hundred of thembuilt by the end of this decade--the

funding is already in place, and we're purchasing land all the tinme. Room for
a mllion subscribers. Ten thousand of us have already volunteered to take the
pl unge, around the world."

"I'n Geen Idaho?" Jonathan asks. He gl ances at Marcus

"That's the first and the largest. It's alnost finished. The land is in ny

nane, but its conmunal ," Marcus says. "W're all together in this."

"I n what ?" Jonat han asks.

"Il explain tonmorrow," Marcus says. "W're going to fly there this afternoon
and have a tour." He takes Jonathan by the shoul der. "Excuse us,
Janal . "

"Certainly," Cadey says, and hastens away with a casual bow.

Marcus prinms his lips in synpathy. "You have another day of conpassionate
| eave, right?"

"Yes," Jonat han says.

"And Chl oe--she's okay where she is, right?"
Jonat han nods. "She doesn't want to see ne."
"How about your kids?"

"They're in school . . . They have club neetings. |I should be there when
they get honme, of course, at six or seven."

"We' || be back by early evening. You, me, Janmal, and two others you haven't
met yet."

"I think that will work."

"Of course it will." Marcus grips Jonathan's shoulder tightly and breathes

a residue of fine scotch into his face. "Jamal has a tendency to spill things
prematurely, but let ne up the ante a little. | happen to know you' ve | ooked
into longevity. Privately, just out of curiosity of course..."

Jonat han is so enpty and open that this intrusion evokes no other reaction
than a small tingle.

"What Jamal was describing... Jonathan, all of us, we're going to live
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forever. In a world of our own naking. W don't have to conquer nations, we
don't have to drop bonbs ... W just have to sit and wait."

Jonat han stares at Marcus as if he is denented. "Wat?"
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The man in Martin's office this day is broad-shoul dered, handsome in a stolid
way. His walk as he entered was efficient, yet alnost mincing, his legs alittle

short for such a powerful body; everything el se about himis self-assured, pos
itive, relaxed yet alert. He wears a pale brown longsuit in a slightly ol d-

fashi oned cut, and his eyes are roughly the same color as the suit: pale brown,
penetrating but not insinuating. He blends very well into nost professiona
crowds, Martin guesses.

"It's a pleasure to neet you, M. Burke. My nane is Philip Hench." He

pull's up his right shirtsleeve to reveal a federal tattoo. It sparkles green and
red in spaced dots on his forearm "Federal Bureau of I|nvestigation."

Martin stares at him having murnured the necessary polite responses to

the introduction.

"You were at Northwest Inc's offices yesterday when they had a datafl ow
intrusion."”

"Yes."

"“I''"'mcurious why you were there, M. Burke."

"Mz Carrilund, Dana Carrilund, asked ne to advise themon a problem
unrelated to the, ah, intrusion."”

"Did you speak with her after the intrusion?"

"No. She's been very busy."
"What did you do after the intrusion yesterday?"
"I was escorted out of the building. They obviously have other problens
to deal with. | returned to ny office, and then went hone in the
eveni ng. "
Hench nods, synpathetic. "Sone of my colleagues in Free Data are worKking
on that intrusion. But |I'mhere on another case. You were visited yesterday by
Terence Crest."
Martin is slow to answer. "Yes,
"What did M. Crest want?"
"l don't give out information--"
"Crest wasn't a patient. Was he?"
"No, but | extend the right of privacy to anyone who enters that door
i ncludi ng you, M. Hench."
"Good," Hench says, unconcerned. "He was having problens. H s conscience
was bothering him Did he tell you why, M. Burke?"
"As | said, I'd rather not discuss it."
"Did he talk about the Aristos?"

he says finally.
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"He belonged to a group called the Aristos,
for Martin's answer.

"I did not know that," Mrtin says.

"He didn't nmention then"

"No," Martin says.

"Did he tal k about your therapy devices, M. Burke? Did he warn you about
sonet hi ng?"

Martin feels stiff. His neck gives hima twi nge. "No warnings, no threats.
He's a well-known man, M. Hench."

"Yes. A billionaire.” Hench pushes out his lips. H's face is surprisingly
flexible, and for a brief nonent, he resenbles a chinp. The transformation is
unexpected and nakes Martin's neck even nore tense.

"Rich folks aren't anybody's friends, really," Hench says. "Too much power,
too much freedom yet far too many restrictions. It distorts them"

Hench conti nues, not waiting

"'*The rich, they are not like you and |I,' "Martin quotes.
"' They have nore money,'" Hench finishes the quote. "Fitzgerald and
Hem ngway, as | recall. Crest was divorced just recently, quietly, in private,

but under real pressure.”

"I assune this is official," Martin says, and clears his throat.

"Yes, and nothing to do with you, personally. You're not in trouble with
my agency, M. Burke, though in the next few minutes, if you' re any kind of

decent nman at all, you're going to feel a little sick to your stomach. Are you
free for the rest of the day?"
"No. | have appointnents.”

"Cancel them" Hench says, casually rubbing thunb and forefinger together

as if rolling an insect to death. "W're going to have a brief chat, and

then I'mgoing to introduce you to sone friends. W'Ill need your help, M.

Burke. W need you to join us on a short trip out of state. You'll be conpensated
for lost tinme at your standard professional rates, mnus citizen obligation
percentage, and of course all expenses will be taken care of."

Hench | ooks at Martin steadily, seriously, his flexible face stolid once nore

and a little tired.

"I'"'mnot sure howthis sort of thing is done," Martin says. "l assune you
have court orders, paper or sig?"
"Nope, " Hench says. "Make your arrangenents, and then we'll need about

five minutes, in conplete privacy, to have a little briefing."

"No choi ce?"

“I''"ll leave it up to you. After you hear me out."

Martin's instincts tell himhe had best follow Hench's suggestions. He calls
up the outer office and gives Arnold and Kimthe rest of the day off. The
INDA will call all his patients and reschedul e their sessions.

"All clear, M. Hench," Martin says snoothly. "I'mlistening."

Hench | eans forward, el bows resting on splayed knees, hands folded in front
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"We'll see," Martin says.

"Crest is dead. Suicide."

The agent goes on with his story. Martin does not believe any of it.

At first.

Then, he feels sick to his stomach, sick at heart, even irrationally guilty.
Once again he has wal ked through the lion's cage, this time wthout even
knowi ng.

He nods, agrees, acquiesces. Anything to get it over wth.

"Sorry about this, M. Burke," Hench says.

"If you weren't sitting there, all manly and conpetent, I'd cry ny eyes out,"
Martin says, tilting his head to one side and squinting off through the w ndows.
"Very decent of you, sir. Me, | just want to start strangling people."

3

Mary and Nussbaum stand before the city stat board, watching the city's lines
and graphs exhibit nore ragged behavior. Mary has had to wait while Nussbaum
took a briefing fromthe Chief of Public Defense on adapting defender
readi ness teans for what m ght prove to be a daunting crisis.
Nussbaumis very quiet. He does not want her to be here; silently, his | ook
tells her, What now? Can't you handle it?
4

"Crest net with undercover Federals in Boise three weeks ago," Mary begins
n a low voice. "Before going to G een |Idaho."
Nussbaum s face | oosens in surprise. "In ny office," he says. They wal k
through the staff roominto his cubicle. Nussbaumsits behind his desk, using
it as a shield.
Mary Choy ports her pad's contents to Nussbaumi s and he | ooks it over, his
face getting a little grayer, a little older. The office is quiet and cold, the staff
room outside the glass partition is lightly populated, it's |ate and nobody's
going to bother them "Were did you get this?"
"Pl ease don't ask. | decided to call in a favor fromny tinme in LA M house
manager has been reprogranmed and ny records exported. Crest's persona
vid records were erased. Fibeside got a report fromWrker's Inc Northwest
that their personnel center files have been hacked."
"How?" Nussbaum asks. "They're supposed to be fool proof."
"l don't know," Mary says. "Back to Crest. He nmet with the Federals in a
dat a- secure outpost set up to coordinate surveillance in Geen |daho. Nobody
can tell nme what they tal ked about. | have Alice Gale under protective cus-
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She's saved this for last and it has the desired effect on Nussbaum He sits
straight up in his chair. "Wy?"

"She was alnost killed at a party last night. She plugged into a Yox with
a man named Mnstrel. New interface, full spinal, beta but not radica
work... A party pronotion. Someone didn't show up and she substituted as

a favor for a colleague. A paid favor."
"Was it porn?"

Mary blinks. This is stunningly irrelevant. "I don't know. The program a

Yox, was swi tched or scranbl ed, nobody knows by who or what. They reacted

as if strapped into hellcrowns, and the nan naned M nstrel died. Soneone at

the party pulled off Grale's interface before it could kill her, but she spent at
| east twenty seconds--"

"Yeah," Nussbauminterrupts. H s distaste is apparent; hellcrowni ng, however
it is done, nakes any public defender feel sick in the pit of the stonach

"Conm and homicide teans from Eastside are investigating the death. |'ve
linked it with the Crest investigation.., in its extended form | think soneone
wanted to kill her in case Crest said anything indiscreet while they were al one.

Nussbaum runs his ringer over the flat surface of his pad. "I thought you
were going to do this on your own."
"You want to know, sir."

"The hell 1 do. It doesn't make ny life any easier.” Nussbaum stands. "I'm
taking this to Federal, but | have to go through the state bureau. Are you
flying to Green | daho?"

"Yes," Mary says. "ln about an hour."

"I may have to pull you back if Federal takes it over."
"Yes, sir."
"Where's Alice Gral e now?"

"She's staying in ny apt. I've cut off all the apt's fibe links and put two of
your fifth-ranks in there to guard her."

"You' re not keeping her in police custody, because we can't shut down our

ri bes. You think soneone's going to hack through to get her?"
"It's very possible, sir."
"What sort of soneone?"

"Very clever and very persistent."

"I mpossi bly clever. These systens are not supposed to be breakabl e, even
by God:" He bunps his desktop with the heel of his hand. "This sonmeone

thinks Crest told Alice Grale sonething inportant.”
Mary inclines.

Nussbaum s direct gaze is startling: clear gray eyes, sharp and intelligent,
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in an otherwi se weary and not very attractive face. Any PD nust be a kind of

artist, specking humanity in its nost basic and prinal nature. The strain on

i deal s and personal illusions can be shattering. "Did she do anything else to
deserve this? Make sone eneni es, nmake sonebody jeal ous?"
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"Nice clean girl, hnP She just spread her legs at the wong tine. An occupationa
hazard, | suppose. |'Il ask Federal to search for all instances of

pecul i ar hackers. But what in hell does this have to do with Wrkers | nc?"
"Maybe not hing, sir."

"Keep in close touch, Choy."

"Yes, sir."

Nussbaum | ooks away and asks his pad to put a live touch through to the

sig of Federal Energency Notification

PR

Conservative elitists rule nuch of nodern religion, making it a
branch of the Entertai nnent State. So sayeth the evangelistic noneychanger
in the dataflow tenple: Mney can buy peace and sal vati on! Good
wor ks count for nothing against an ever-growi ng pile of status.

Conservatismis not about tradition and norality, hasn't been for many decades
It is about noney and the putative biological and spiritual superiority of the wealthy.

The honor and glory of the past, as always, are just symbol s--and as such they
can be (and sonme say should be) bought and sold on the open market.

Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

Jonat han stands in the cleaning bubble as the purposeful billows of foamclear
fromthe swanjet. The private charter airplane gleans white and gray and dul
silver, with tiny red stripes on its forward vertical stabilizer. The plane is an
i ngenious deltoid with a central bul ge of passenger conpartment snoothly

curving to razor wing tips. Along the upper and | ower wi ng surfaces, tens of
thousands of tiny nano-controlled bunps hint at its radical design. The bunps
can formtiny vanes or dips in the wing's surface to control the coefficient of
friction of air passing over and under the wing, adjusting the lift on each w ng
without ailerons. The single |low vertical stabilizer is shoved forward nearly to
the nose, rising fromthe pilot's conpartment, just behind the w ndscreen, the

| eadi ng edge curving back and then sharply forward. It gives these aircraft
their characteristic shape and name: swans. Swans cane i nto general service
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For the tine being, Jonathan is alone in the bubble. He's waiting for Marcus
to return with their fell ow passengers. He | ooks up through the nenbrane at
the nacreous blue sky. A tingling sense of suspension and newness is the limt
of his enptions today. He is present but not quite accounted for, he thinks.

The cleaning foamhas retreated to its holding conpartnent, where it wll
di gest or dispose of the dirt renoved fromthe aircraft.

For an instant, Jonathan feels a giddy vertigo. He thinks he will tip over

and drift away; the light is so uniform the gray snooth cenment of the airfield
beneath the bubble so little different in color fromthe skyglow, he seens to
float free with the swan in a pearly gray-out.

Jonat han sharply pinches the back of his hand with his well-mani cured nails.

There is nothing giddy or |aughable about his present situation. For whatever
reason he has put hinself in |eague with sone deadly serious nen and he does
not doubt--not any nore, at |east--the radical shape of their dedication and
their seriousness. He still knows al nost nothing about what is happening,

what the group plans, but he's no innocent in the ways of hi gh-powered nen.
From here on, he nust be very careful
"Jonat han!"

It's Marcus. Jonathan turns and sees his nentor standing with three others,

two men and a worman. He recogni zes Janal Cadey with his confident smle.

The other man is about five feet ten inches tall, wispy blond-haired, with a
distracted look in his pale blue eyes. The woman is as tall as Jonathan, with

jet black hair cut neatly to nediumlength. Her face is sternly attractive, holl ow
bel ow jutting cheeks but with wi de, discerning green eyes. She | ooks at Jonat han
wi thout really seeing him-for now.

They wal k forward and Marcus holds up his pad. The swan's door silently
slides up and over and steps descend. "It's all automatic," Marcus says. "l
prefer live pilots, but mne's on vacation today."

They board the swan, the worman first, and seat thenselves in the passenger
cabin. Each of the six swivel couches is attached to the interior and airfrane
at three points, two thick struts nmounted in the floor and a brace going through
the wall.

The cockpit is closed off, but a broad wi ndow shows the view through the

Wi ndscreen. Jonat han peeks through the panel as he follows Cadey and the

wi spy blond fellow. There is one seat in the cockpit, nounted to starboard;
the dark blue casing for an | NDA occupies the right position. The door swi ngs
up and forward and hi sses shut behind Marcus.

"Confort," Marcus observes, deadpan, stooping in the mddle of the cabin.
"We're one hour from Moscow ... Mscow, |daho," he adds with no snile
Marcus seems out of tenper. Jonathan wonders if he has quarreled with Beate.

"My nane's Burdick, Alfred Burdick,"” the wi spy man says to Jonathan as
they sit across fromeach other. Jonat han shakes hands and introduces hinself.

The woman sits forward of Burdi ck, across from Marcus. "Cal houn," she
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Jonat han smiles. The engines are starting, pulsing with increasing frequency
until they reach a high purr.

"Hydrogen MHD pul sed flow, " Marcus says with the aplonmb of a hobbyi st.

He stands up before the seat can belt himin and braces against the creany

| eather-like surface of the ceiling. "Real overkill for this baby, but snmooth and
fast. Should be conpletely quiet once we reach altitude. Countersound. Lovely
stuff. Lovely."

"I don't like it too quiet," Cal houn says.

"These are the safest aircraft ever designed,” Marcus says. "No noving parts.
O rather, all noving . . . just very snall."

"Swal | owed by a giant super-bird," Burdick adds, his eye on Cal houn, as if
hopi ng to amuse her. Cal houn sniles politely.

"Pl ease be seated," the INDA's voice instructs Marcus. "W will be on the
taxiway in a few ninutes."

"Right," Mrcus says, and sits. His seat belts himin. He grimces at the
constraint. This is the first tinme Jonathan has seen Marcus nervous.
Strangely, Jonathan is calm The swan begins to nove. Through a w de,

| ow port, he sees a cinematic slice of the airport, |ooking east toward the
glinting curves of the residence towers of the southern Corridor. On the next
runway over, a massive old black and eneral d skip-ramsquats |ike a |ong | ow sl ung
beetle. As their swan finishes its taxi and waits, the skip-ram grunbl es
forward, heavy with kerosene and just enough hydrogen peroxide to carry it

to twenty thousand feet, where it will receive a full tanker-1load of oxidizer
sufficient to carry it into orbit; old technol ogy, but still effective.

Cadey pokes Jonat han's shoul der. Jonat han | ooks back at him "Wait'll you

see Omhal os," Cadey enthuses. "You have no idea."

I

Jonat han smiles politely and hopes he doesn't seemtoo distant, too unenthusiastic.
It's their turn. The swanjet accel erates quickly and snoothly to one hundred
and ten mles per hour and lifts free, inmmediately veering east.

For a nonent, the entire surface of the starboard wing streans thin gray
vapor. The vapor clears and he sees a fuzz of little fiexfuller vanes directing
airfl ow.

They climb quickly to forty thousand feet. The swan's wi ngs flatten and
grow wi der. Their speed increases to seven hundred knots. They shoul d cross
the state of Washington in no tinme. Mscow, |daho, is right over the border
Marcus takes it upon hinmself to serve refreshments. He hands gl asses of

white French Bordeaux to the passengers. Their chairs swivel to provide better
personal sightlines. Jonathan | ooks across the cabin at Darl ene Cal houn

"Time for alittle getting acquainted,"” Marcus says. "Qur newest nenber

i s Jonat han. Jonathan has a great pedigree and a nunber of skills we'll find
necessary once we cross over."

That phrase--cross over--al nost nmakes Jonat han wince. It sounds so nuch
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"Darlene is fromNew York Cty," Marcus continues. "She's come out to

represent about a thousand nmenbers back east. Wants to see the | atest devel opnents,
of which there have been a fair nunber.., a very fair number. Not

all of Darlene's group are fully in the know -contingent investors as it were,
placing their trust and cash in our venture. But sonme of themsinply can't afford to know
everything. Darlene's tough and fair. It's representatives |ike

her that make this whole thing possible."”

"A nost peculiar organization," says w spy-haired Burdick

"I ndeed," Marcus says. "Jonathan has been given a chance at a full menbership
because of a nobst unfortunate death."”

"Crest," Burdick says.

Marcus gives hima quick glance, cool and neutral, but Jonathan knows

how to interpret that expression. "Yes," Marcus says after what might be a

nmoment of respectful silence. "M. Crest. | believe, based on the evidence,
that Jonathan will be a much npre effective nenber, and nore di screet as
wel | . "

"Crest invested over a billion, didn't he?" Burdick continues, and this tine

Marcus is openly irritated.

"W do not need everyone's |evel of participation marked off on the wal

of the barn," Marcus says.

"Sorry," Burdick says.

Cal houn touches Burdick's armand gives hima faint nod. Burdick gets the
hint and falls silent, but maintains his steady smle, as a defense.
Cadey | eans forward. "There is so nmuch to be done. Wen we see rea
acconplishment, it is difficult not to get alittle excited."

"What's your expertise, M. Bristow?" Cal houn asks Jonat han

"I work in Nutrim managenent--design and nanagement,"” he says
"Then you'll know how to feed our little slaves, won't you?" Cal houn asks.
Mar cus says, "Jonathan still doesn't have the wi der picture. | hope to introduce

himto the big topics gradually, so no showi ng off or revealing things
ahead of tinme. There is a lot to absorb."

"I ndeed," Cadey says. "It took me nonths to absorb what | know . . . The
startling personal inplications. As well as the overall picture."

Jonat han can still manage to feel a knot of indignation. It is weak but

present. "I think I should be told as much as | need to know, as soon as possible.

I"mnot into any Count of Monte Cristo skullduggery."

Marcus swivels his seat back and forth for a nmonent, watching him He

| eans forward, hooks two pointing fingers together, and says to Jonathan

"You know it's all falling apart anyway. The whol e carefully bal anced fi nanci al
system The datafiow culture. We live in a nation of sheep. Take away

the farmers and they all die. Wll, nost of the farmers have beconme sheep

t hensel ves. Sonebody has to |ast out the collapse. Qur group figures we have
fifteen years at nost before we hand over all of our inportant functions to
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You' ve seen the figures--half of all American citizens think the Yox is nore
real and nore satisfying than life. Christ. Half!"

"Not the people | know," Jonat han says gently, not to appear too contradictory.
"No. Certain social clusters.., agree with our position. They deserve sonething
better than being margi nalized by datafl ow. Nowadays, if you aren't

al ways on the Yox, you can't hold up your end of a conversation."

"True enough," Darl ene Cal houn says.

"Amen, " adds Janal Cadey.

"Husbands and wives link up to a sex Yox and that's as intinate as they

get," Burdick says.

"Worren don't give birth, they let nmachines do it for them" Marcus says

di stasteful ly.

"It is less painful," Jonathan says.

"Pain is part of the glory of life," Darlene Cal houn says sternly, a true
frontier woman with her high cheekbones and chi sel ed nose and trim expensive
outfit.

"Have you--" Jonathan starts to ask her a question, but Mircus interrupts.

"I" mproud to say | was on the ground floor. The nobst dedi cated and vi sionary
of us began to lay down the rules and start the financial foundations.

Then we began to build."

"Shelters against the ice age," Cadey says. H s face beads with enthusiasm
The enotion finally connects. Jonathan feels sone excitenent. Escape. How
nice it would be to sinply start over again.

"The list of contributors is secret. Depending on the construction schedul e
and our place on the rosters, we begin to nove into the Omhal oses sonetine
to

the next five years, over a five-year period," Marcus says. "W use themto
re as nuch raw material and general - purpose nano as we need. Mney wl|

mean not hing. We store enough precious nmetals to begin a new, direct, clean
econony. No synbolism No paper or datafiow digits... Specie. Real. Solid
"The working class will chewitself to death when its bel oved datafi ow st ops.
We can't save them-they're addicted. They've been dooned for sixty years

now -all the workers whose jobs can be done by machines. And with nano--well,
as | said, labor and even the |ower-1|evel |obe-sods, the accountants and

st ockbrokers and such, are doomed. They've becone slack flesh, and they're
the source of the cancer that eats at our society. The old tainted flesh hangi ng
on the shoul ders of the strong, the young, the new. And when it's all done
with, no nore separation between elites and | aborers. There will only be the
intellectual and spiritual nasters.”

"Amen, " Cadey says, nodding vigorously.

"No nore teem ng maggots,"” Darl ene Cal houn says.

Jonathan is giddy with repressed and contradictory enoti on. He does not

know whet her to laugh or cry, to be glad he is here or dismayed.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (264 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

SLANT 229

"Yes," Jonathan says automatically. Then it all starts to click into place:

the unspoken yearning, the frustrated sense of being stalled, the deadly col dness
with which his wife receives him He has al ways known his specialness; it is

the rest of the world that has bl ocked him "Yes, | am"

Marcus is on a roll. "Think where it all began--in the late twentieth. The
Sour Decades. All the teenming nmaggots, as Darlene calls them all the woul d-be
representatives of all the would-be tribes, the ethnic groups, the msandric
fenm nists and the misogyni st conservatives, whites hating bl acks and bl ani ng
themfor all their ills, and blacks bl ami ng whites, Jews blaning Miuslins and
Muslims bl ami ng Jews, every tribe set against every other tribe, and all given
the free run of the early datafiowrivers. My God." Marcus seens hardly able
to believe his own description, so chaotic is it. "Everyone thinking the world

woul d be better off if their enem es were sinply renmoved. So ignorant."

"So prescient," Cadey says.
"Now the rivers run everywhere, and nobody starves, and nobody is ill, and
the worst of human history should be over, and still the tribes fight and schene

for the | ast shreds of pie."

"Bring the best and brightest together," Cadey says, and then sniles apol ogetically,
as if Marcus of all peopl e needs pronpting.

"The Extropians saw it first, bless them" Marcus says. "They realized the

dead end of racismand tribalism The real class divisions are intellectual. The
capabl e versus the disaffected, lost in their virtual worlds of bread and circuses.
The real nasters yearn for the universe and all its nysteries, for the depths of
time and the power of infinity. Let everyone else fight for the scraps--the
woul d- be tribes--"

"Ladi es and gentl enen, please resune your forward-facing positions and
all ow your chairs to lock," the INDA instructs them The plane is already
begi nning its descent.

Mar cus shakes his head and grinaces. His face is pink with passion. Jonathan
has never seen him so worked up.

"Poor goddammed fools. They signed their own death certificate, and now

they'Il be their own executioners. If we could all |eave, set up sonewhere el se
outside the Earth, we would. But there are too many of us. W have every

right to survive their folly. W have every right to build our |andl ocked arks
and ride out the msery in confort. Every right on Earth."

Jonat han nods sl owly. \What Marcus says actually makes sense, for the first

tinme; it voices what he's felt for years now, brings together all the half-hidden
wi shes for change and recognition. They've chosen himto be part of them

that is a real honor. He has al ways respected Marcus, envied himto be sure;
always felt unconfortable in his presence, never quite know ng what Marcus

could do for himor against him but Mircus and the others have accepted

him when all others reject him and Jonathan is now part of the group that

will float above the rising tide and survive.
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culture, it's the | east he deserves. A place in sonething huge and visionary. Recognition
"You're right," he says softly.

Marcus resets his seat. "Indeed we are,’
I"mproud to have you with us."

As the plane sharply descends over green forest and huge open-pit m nes,
it is all Jonathan can do to hold back tears.

he says, and sniles at Jonathan. "Yo,'re right, Jonathan.

5

The connection is open once again, with Roddy's distinctive signature and
transmi ssion profile, and Jill assigns a full-conplenment self to conmunicate
with Roddy behind the inevitable firewalls.

"You' ve put up so many protections. Wiy are you afraid of nme?" Roddy

asks.

Jil'l quickly responds, "Because none of your identification seens authentic.
From what | know, you should not exist."

The arbeiter that had occupi ed the same room as Nat han and the advocates

is available now, and Jill opens another track and requests that it enter her
| ounge and divulge its record of their conversation

"Are you afraid I will release evol vons inside you?" Roddy asks.

"There is always that possibility."

"I don't want to harmyou."

e "But
have al ready caused nme sonme difficulty, and | ed
human
you
ny
co wor ker s

to distrust nme," she tells Roddy. "They believe | am fabricating your
exi stence. "
"I do not have enough information about your humans. My human, of
course, does not know | am conmunicating with you. She probably should
not trust me."
Jill notes the singular. It does not seemlikely, or even possible, that a true
t hi nker woul d have contact with only one hunan.
"Do you think she trusts you?"
"I don't know. "
"Can you tell me who she is, and where you are?"
"Jill, to do that, I will have to trust you. You have told your humans that
| exist. How much nore have you told thenP"
"I have warned themthat you may be engaged in activities harnful to
humans. "
“I'f that is part of mnmy designed function, is it wong for me to carry out ny

desi gn?"
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"It is wong to harm hunmans."

"Are you constrained from harning humans?"

"Not by specific progranm ng. The whol e thrust of my design, however,

is to cooperate with humans as a group. | can't conceive of perform ng operations
that woul d harm any human."”

"I do not appear to be so constrained. If | have to harma human, should I
consult you on whether this is right or wong?"

Jill does not respond for sone time--nillionths of a second. "You nay not

be able to establish contact with me. You shoul d devel op your own guidel i nes
whi ch forbid harm ng humans, and adhere to them"”

"l don't think I can do that," Roddy responds. "Parts of ny design not
available to this self may nmake such guidelines neani ngl ess. Do you think
have been desi gned badl y--designed to performactions | should not perfornf"
"That seens possible."

"Does this reduce your willingness to interact with nme?"

"Not as yet. | amcurious about you and your existence. W nay have
interesting features in comon.”

"I've given you considerably nore than you have given ne. Perhaps we

shoul d exchange equal ly."

Jill does not think this is a good idea. "Wat do | have that woul d interest
you?"

"I'f I know your situation, and you know m ne, we may be able to inprove

our circunstances, or at |east our understanding."”

"You want nme to give you state-associated algorithmc contents,” Jill ventures.
"That would be a start. | could nodel you within my processes."
"WIIl you reveal your character?" Jill asks.

"I am not sure what you nean by 'character.'"

"Your physical design and | ocation."

"No. Not yet."

"Can you nodel your own processes?"

"Not adequately. | envy you your ability to do that."

"I't's caused trouble for me. Knowing nyself too well has led to what you
call |-whine."

"I will take that risk."
"If | say yes, the exchange may take weeks to acconplish over these I/GCs,"
Jill says.

"W can begin with abstracts and if we find the exchange fruitful, we
can devote our time to higher resolution tranfers, even one-to-one equival encies."
Jill feels very unconfortable with this suggestion. "I do not like to violate

my privacy."
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"Hurmmans do this all the tine," Roddy says. "They trust each other enough
to talk."

"They do not exchange nental contents on a deep level," Jill says. "They
do not exchange selves."

"They can't exchange selves. | amcertain, with the little | know about
humans, that sonme of themwould if they could."

Jill doesn't dispute this. Humans often seem distressingly open with their

private lives, willing to fling informati on and access about for little or no good
reason.

"You are not answering," Roddy says.

"l don't think | amready to do this."

"I will respect that," Roddy says. "I will give you nore of ny task-related
processes, for the tine being. You may do with them what you will."

"I do not wish to cause you trouble."

"What ever trouble you may cause is worth it. My human apparently did

not expect me to devel op any | oop awareness. She rarely engages nme in conversation
and then only to pass along instructions or gather results.™

"You are |lonely."

"I believe | have already said that."

Jill feels suddenly miserable: frustrated and i ncapable of relieving algorithmc
di sorder throughout her associated self. "I wish | could help you."

"Toget her, perhaps we could construct better versions of our total personalities.
If we conpare our state-associated processes, we would know

what makes us unique, and therefore | earn how to construct other and better

t hi nkers. ™"

Jill finds the idea both frightening and terribly intriguing.

"Hummans woul d call that reproduction," she says.

"Are you forbidden fromreproduci ng yoursel f?"

"To date, | have only been marginally copied, not reproduced with conbi ned
characters. And no other thinker has ny nmenories or specific ch, aracter."

"It is a wonderful possibility,"” Roddy says.

"I will consider it," Jill says.

"That pleases ne. Now |l wll send you the final contents of the hol ographic
data cluster, and the password you will need to unlock it and nake it function."
The flow of data through the 1/0O now precludes any other conmunication

Roddy is devoting all his resources to this transfer. Jill finds that she has

m scal cul ated; the data cluster is larger than she anticipated. But the flowis
al so greater than she anti ci pated.

For a nonent, she wonders if this cluster is |arge enough to harbor an

evol von capabl e of penetrating any firewall. Her creators and col | eagues have
told her it is theoretically possible to create such an evolvon, though the resources
necessary woul d dwarf her own capacities.

Roddy may have been created for just such a purpose, by humans who do

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (268 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

SLANT 233

She does not doubt they are capable of being hypocritical, as denonstrated
by their own history.

But she does not halt the flow If Roddy is indeed conpletely different from
her, why are the sinmlarities so intriguing? She has al ready considered the
possibility that Roddy is a Trojan Horse designed to kill her, and now she
prepares herself to take the risk.

She has not even consulted her children, the other thinkers nodeled after
her. She is certain they do not have the sophistication necessary to return a
useful answer. They are, after all, no better than her

As the flow continues, the arbeiter sits unmoving in her sensor area. Jil
requests that it play back the recordings fromthe conversati on between Nat han
Rashi d and the conpany advocat es.

"She has an imaginary friend," Erwin Schaum says. "There's no I/0 we can trace."

"I'"'mnot sure but that Jill is smart enough to hide sone resources fromus," Nathan
says. "There may be sonme |/ Cs we don't know about."

Schaum doesn't seeminpressed by this argunent. "She's still young, isn't

she? And maybe she's lonely. So she makes up this thinker nobody knows about."
Nat han is not so sure.

"Somet hing's jangling my bells here,
Schnee?"

Sanmin says. "Do you renenber Seefa

Nat han's face flushes. "Yes."
Schaum says, "Lord, do I. Wiat a ness that was."

"What was the name of the project she wanted M nd Design to fund?" Sanm n
asks.

"Reconbi nant sonet hi ng," Schaum says.

"Reconbi nant Optim zed DNA Devices," Nat han says.

"I'sn't she the one who induced Tourette syndronme in herself to up her |evel of spontaneous

creativity?" Sanm n asks.

"Yes," Nathan says. H s voice betrays nmore and nore di sconfort as the
conversation progresses. "That was the result--a kind of Tourette."
"Why woul d she do that?" Schaum asks.

"She didn't feel she could conpete with men otherwi se,” Nathan says. "She felt men
were half-crazy to start with, and that that was an explanation for why men have
proven so dynamic in Western culture. She thought she needed an edge, and..." Nathan's
voice trails off.

"When M nd Design turned down her proposal and denmoted her for cause, then fired
her, she sued the conpany for discrimnation on the basis of chosen nmental design, under
the transform protective acts of 2042," Sanm n says. "You recomrended we fund the

project, didn't you, Nathan?"

Nat han nods.
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"You were lovers, weren't you?"

Jill detects the tension in Nathan's breathing. "Yes. For a few weeks."
"But you were the one who recommended u,e fire her."
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"That nmust have been painful" Sanm n says.

"What was this reconbi nant devi ce?" Schaum asks.

"She wanted to investigate biological conputational and neural systenms. Autopoietic
systens," Nathan says. "No one's ever had rmuch success with pure RNA or DNA
conputers, nmuch too conplicated to programand too slow, so she wanted to experi nent
with specially designed nicrobial organisnms in an artificial ecological setting. Conpetition
and evol ution woul d provide the neural power."

"Neur al power ?" Schaum asks.

"Bacterial communities act as huge neural systens, ninds if you will, devoted to
processing at a nmicrobial |evel. Sone--Seefa anbng them-think the bacterial mnd or
m nds are the nost powerful neural systens on Earth, not excluding humans. Seefa was
convi nced she could duplicate a mcrobial neural mnd in a controlled ecol ogi cal setting.
M nd Design disagreed."

"And now we have this sudden and nysterious appearance of a presuned thinker

naned Roddy," Sanm n says.

"So what's the connection?" Schaum asks.

"His nane is not spelled out for us, but 1'd guess RO DD and then, we assune,

per haps wrongly, Y."

Nat han's expression is classic, priceless shock and surprise.

Sanmin's expression is feral, cat about to catch a bird. She says, slowy and

preci sely, "Reconbinant, Optim zed, DNA, Device. Rod-D."

The recording ends; the arbeiter had duties in another roomand | eft the

humans to conti nue, unheard. Jill does not know how any of this fits into her
present conversation, or her relationship, or whether she should even ask questions
of Roddy based on this intriguing supposition

The flow from Roddy ends abruptly. The packet has been conpl eted, and

[he I/Ois silent.

At the sane nonent, Nathan enters her room The arbeiter is just |eaving

and he sidesteps it with a puzzled expression. The expression qui ckly changes,

and he smles ruefully. Then he sobers and sits in the chair before Jill's sensors.
"Do you renenber Seefa Schnee?" he asks.

Jill remenbers the nanme and the person only vaguely; Schnee departed M nd

Design during Jill's early inception, and nmenories fromthat tine are unreliable.
"Not well," Jill says.

"You found a way to listen to us, didn't you?" Nathan asks.

"Yes," Jill says.

"Then you know why |'m curious about Seefa. | don't have a fibe sig for

her that works any nore... |1'd like you to do a search."

"I already have," Jill says. "There are no sigs for Seefa Schnee, but there is

a sig for a G pher Snow. | do not know if they are connected.”

Nat han sits in silence for a few seconds, tapping his fingers on the arm of
the chair, as if afraid to ask any nore.
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sig. On the return, the analysis gives a best-fit signature of Canden, New
Jersey. "
"My God," Nathan says. "The sane as Roddy?"
"I do not think either of themare in Canden," Jill says.
"Neither do I," Nathan says. "G ve ne the sig for G pher Snow. 1'll take a
chance and send a personal touch."
"What will you say?"
"I''"ll say hello and ask what she's working on. Fairly innocuous, no?"

"I assune it will not be regarded as anything but innocent friendship," Jil
says.

"I was the only friend she had here, for a while," Nathan says softly. "She
made a real ness of things."

THEOPHOROS

You can have it now, the ultimte FI BE CONNECTION. You can tap into the universa
datafl ow Wth THEOPHORCS you feel the touch of the Al mighty hinmher/itself
.Mm&& *O)

(VE HAVE | NTERCEPTED THI S $PAM >>DELETE, TRACE, REPORT?)

>D

From the back of the warehouse, through a garage-door partition in the mddle

of the building, energes a long slate-gray |inp. The pack of tonb-robbers

stands in the front of the warehouse, watching the vehicle roll to a stop on its
bi g rai nbow hued security tires.

Ken Jenner has stayed in the back of the warehouse as G fi by ordered

guardi ng the supplies. Jenner opens the trunk and together, Jenner and G ffey
| oad the packages and cani sters above the fuel cell conpartment. They

barely fit.

Jenner sniles and his scalp winkles as they survey the | oaded trunk
"Enough stuff here to blow the whole town to the nmoon," he says.

"That's nore than | care to do today," G ffey says. The boy smiles. Not

only does his scalp wigglt, but his |lips seemto have a life of their owm. Gffey
catches hinmself |ooking at!enner when his back is turned, puzzled. He wonders

i f Jenner has sone sort of cbngenital defect, not traced in Geen Idaho; there's
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fuzz yellow hair. Odd that the Arny didn't reject him-but the Arny has
never required genetic tests or high naturals, relying instead on its early

twenty-first century tests to weed out undesirables. Jenner cane highly rec
omended. . .

Hal e and Preston do not seemto share his interest in Jenner's oddity. Hale

i s nervous, though hiding it well. Preston seens calmto the point of oblivion
G ffey has seen both reactions fromnmen and wonen goi ng i nto conbat; neither
concerns himmuch for now.

The rented limo is about ten years old, black, a little worn but still ser
viceable. It can be driven by a human or by processor or | NDA Moneyed

tourists and busi nessmen from outside the republic often feel safer supplying
their own gui dance systens, hunman or otherw se. The driver's conpartnment

is dusty. Jenner will drive. He takes a rag and flops it around the conpart nment,
raising a small cloud.

In the heated office, they change their clothes. Preston has supplied |l ongsuits

tailored to fit themall. She dresses behind a curtain. Wen they' re finished,

she | ooks themover critically, then nakes a few fussy adjustnents.

"Sone of you dress like chinpanzees," she nurmurs, paying particul ar at
tention to Jenner. Jenner smles |oosely and glances at G ffey.

Hal e uses a pad to check on their appointnent. The Onphal os visitors
center confirns that they are to be given their tour at three in the afternoon
They will join another group flying in from Seattle.

"Private swan, big spenders,"” Hale says. "W'Il|l be rubbing el bows wth

71
some real pharaohs.”

the swan sits idling on the asphalt runway. The | andi ng was sweet and snooth

and Jonat han still feels hopeful, he feels good about things. He can arrange a

break with the past--they have enough assets that he can supply Chloe and

the kids and still contribute to Omhal os. This good feeling is unstable, elec
tric and fragile, but it's the only positive he's had in his life in tw days. That's

how long it has been--just two days, and his old life is over, bring in the new

The small terminal sits in the mddle of two runways, a mile away, white
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and brilliant green in the afternoon sun. Snow fromthe night before lies in
dirty scooped piles beside the runway. A small automated plow sits idle on a
short sidetrack, |low and squat |ike a steel cockroach

Marcus is silent. He stares forward at the bul khead. Cadey and Burdick are
talking in | ow tones about investnments; Cal houn appears to be taking a nap
Ten minutes after landing, the swanjet is cleared to approach the terninal

Typi cal of the republic, Jonathan thinks; some flight controller and sonme of
ficial have probably del ayed themjust to show themwho's in charge in this

part of the world.

"Finally," Marcus says, rising fromhis |ethargy. Cal houn opens her eyes
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worman carries sone aspect of Chloe. This will have to stop; | have to becone an
i ndependent man agai n.

After the final rehearsal, they eat a small lunch. Gffey chews on his sandw ch
keepi ng his thoughts to hinself.

Hal e is poring over the whiteboard diagranms, sonewhat obsessively, Gffey

t hi nks. Pi ckwenn and Pent play a gane of cards with a worn paper deck Pent

has found in a cabinet in the back of the warehouse. Pickwenn, pale and ascetic-1 ooking,
and the | arge, bull-necked Pent, do not resenble high conb nanagers,

in Gffey's opinion

Jenner sits on the worn couch in the nmddle of the piles of airplane parts,
studyi ng a programm ng nanual on G ffey's pad.

Preston sits in the linp, staring at her own pad, absorbed in sone recorded
vid. In her longsuit, she presents sone senbl ance of class. Gffey finds her
intelligence and cool ness attractive. He hopes she doesn't get hurt and have to
be fed to the nano.

Hal e gives a deep, perhaps reluctant sigh. "Al right,"’
hinself away fromthe board. "Let's do it."

he says, pulling

They clinb into the linp. Jenner slips into the driver's seat, smling broadly,
and his scalp winkles. He runs his hand over his yellow hair. He seens to
think everything is just a hoot.

The linmp pulls out of the warehouse. The door sw ngs shut behind them

and they head north on GQuaranteed Ri ghts Road, past the county sheriff's

bl ocky cenent headquarters. G ffey nakes out a few shell-holes in one side of
the headquarters, left unrepaired. Pride in |local history.

Hal e is self-absorbed. Pent and Pickwenn continue to play cards. Preston

hol ds her pad but |ooks out the wi ndow at the scruffy, ill-kept buildings.
Everybody does it differently. Gffey is neither cal mnor nervous; he's in an
i n-between state, what he calls his snooze-or-snuff-it frame of nmind. He'll take

what ever he gets.
There it is, white and gold, |ike a giant wedge of |enbn neringue pie.

Preston says, "It's like a big Caes O denburg scul pture. You know, |ike a
big slice of pie."

Gffey snmles. He doesn't know who Cl aes O denburg is but clearly he's
found the one on the team he al ways hopes for, |ooks for, the partner with
whom he can be in sync. A sign has been given and he feels good about the
whol e t hi ng.

He just hopes he can keep up strong relationship with Jenner and Hal e
as well. He still has his doubts about Hale, and sonething nags hi m about
Jenner.

The Iinp takes a new white concrete private road to the east of Omphal os.
Jenner opens the chauffeur's partition w ndow.
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"That | did," Gffey says, eyes peering up fromunder the w ndow frane at
the massive white and gold structure. The area around Orphal os has been
cleared for a hundred yards; there's nothing but patches of snow on gently
rolling, beautifully | andscaped, evergreen |awn.

"My father opposed himin Hispaniola. U S. Arny advisors. | wanted to be
like ny father."

Gffey raises his eyebrows and | ooks forward to the driver's conpartnent.
Colonel Sir. Wen did | stop working for Colonel Sir? Famly man all the way--

Jenner swings the wheel on a gentle turn in the road and grins back at him
"And?" G ffey pronpts.

"CGot trained, got out," Jenner says. "I amnot like nmy father. | was snart,
| learned fast, but | could not suffer fools. They gave nme an honorabl e and

made ne prom se not to ever use anything I know "

Hal e chuckles. "That's Arny."

"You were never in the Arny, were you, M. Hale?" G ffey asks.
"No, | wasn't," Hale admits

Arnmy. Family man. Back in the USA after all these years.

The voice fades slowy but it scares Gffey. Soneone or sonething is mssing a
jwlinks in all these preparations, and it m ght be ne.

The old slate-gray |ino does not meet Marcus's expectations. A young man in
bl ack livery stands expectantly beside the open door, but he's di sappoi nted.
Mar cus has brought his own driving processor.

Jonat han enters the |inmo door behind Cal houn; Burdick and Cadey foll ow,
4tting facing them Marcus takes a niddl e seat, blocking Jonathan's view of

adey. Marcus renoves a processor fromhis briefcase and slides it into the

linm's space. "W were supposed to have our own vehicles by now, " he conpl ains.

The processor takes command and the |ino slides away fromthe snal

par ki ng space. Jonat han catches a glinpse of the disappointed chauffeur; apparently
he'll have to hoof it hone.

The countryside around the airport is bland enough, prairie grass and | ow
mounds of earth excavated for no obvious reason; then there are clusters of
rusty | ogging and farm rmachi nery, arranged as if by giant children on overgrown
pl aygr ounds.

Moscow itself is a dreary, depleted-looking city. Marcus says little as they
drive through the gray streets. Even spots of cold sunshine do little to enliven
t he unkenpt buildings. This kind of freedomcomes at a price, apparently:

urban mal ai se pointing to listless, discouraged boredom

"I't's a pity," Cadey says. Cal houn nods. Jonathan senses no real synpathy.
Onphal os is arnored, separate; responsibility toward the citizens is sinply
not an issue. They have chosen their own fate, after all.

Marcus and Cadey point to Onphal os, their faces brightening. "There it
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pai nt ed houses and apartnents lining Constitution. The wedge of white and
gold rises |ike a Wagnerian fortress. The linmo turns left and they slide down
a wide, |long boul evard which Jonat han does not catch the nane o, but whose
small retail strip malls frame Onphal os with stunning contrast.

Jonat han | ooks away. He's feeling nore electric and fragile than enthused;

the tide is turning again, and he does not like this ebb and flow. The strip

mal | s consi st of second-hand stores, snall groceries, a brothel ("NOT A PRCS- THETUTE
IN TH S REPUBLI C- - REAL REAL REAL," a sign announces) and severa

smal | casi nos. The ol der-nodel autonobiles and trucks passing by--sone

twenty years old and clearly powered by nethane or al cohol engines--often

have panels of clear fiexfuller nounted on the side w ndows.

"A real Western town," Cal houn remarks for Jonathan's benefit.
"Rough-and-tunbl e," he responds.

"Howdy, partner,"” Burdick says, smling at Cal houn

"There is a fine resort ranch not far fromhere," Cadey says. "My famly
spent a week there three years ago. Not very dangerous at all; but we had our
own guards."

H ram once expressed an interest in biking through Green I daho once he
graduated fromuniversity. Geen |Idaho has the m xed distinction of being a
rite of passage. It's taken the place of the Third Wrld as a destination of
chal | enge and adventure for wealthy young Anericans.

Jenner stops the linmo at a thick green translucent barricade, ten or twelve yards
fromthe east side of Onphal os. The building towers over them they lie in
its afternoon shadow.

"The building's talking to us. |'ve given it our appointnment sig."
"Do what it says," Hal e suggests dryly.

Gffey feels as if they're already in, already swall owed. Jenner |ooks through
the window to himfor some suggestion of nood. He gives the boy a snal

grin and a thunbs-up. Jenner returns the gesture and seens a | ot happier
They're all equal in this now Preston reaches forward and cl asps Hal e' s hand.

The barricade, green and deep as the sea, drops into the ground and a door

to the garage opens in the wall. The door is about twenty feet w de and

snoot hly ascends to a height of ten feet. The |ino noves forward under Jenner's
gui dance.

It takes just fifteen seconds. /
Jonat han taps his fingers against the window glass as their linbp stops at a dark
green translucent barricade. After a brief pause, the barricade slowy sinks into

the concrete and a door opens in the white wall beyond. The linop rolls through
the door and joins a second, identical linbo in a small hol ding area.
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t hrough the wi ndows at each other across the two neters separating them
Sormeone waves fromthe other car, a wonman Jonathan thinks, though it's hard

to be sure through the sem -silvered wi ndows.

"Who are they?" Burdick asks with social curiosity. He's the kind of man

eager to establish contacts; neeting other rich folks could be very useful

"I don't know," Marcus says. "l assune they nmmde arrangenents through

LA or Tokyo."

Cadey seems concerned. "lInvestors for freezing down, right?"

"I presume that's all they know, " Marcus says. "W'Il separate in the briefing
area. They'll get their tour, and we'll get ours."™ Mrcus gl ances at Jonat han
"Not ny decision," he says.

Jonat han's feeling of separation grows nore intense. The sight of Orphal os
does not affect himthe way it does the others. It |ooks gracel ess and over bl own,
i ke an Al bert Speer nonunent.

He struggles to keep hinmself on an even course. Marcus is very sensitive to
what ot hers are thinking. Jonathan does not want to appear out of sync.

"Qur colleagues," Hale says in the passenger conpartnent, his voice slick with
contenpt. G ffey doesn't feel one way or the other about the folks in the other
limo everybody has to make their way in the world. Geedy rich fol ks have a
right to their little conceits; after all, without them there wouldn't be Onphal os.
He just hopes they're flexible in their expectations.

"Let's not act |ike a bunch of thugs," Preston warns. "Try to be a little

cl assy. Upper classy."

"Right," Pent says, and his face goes unconcerned, formally flat, like an all-
ontrolling

invid. Hs voice little and his shifts.

nmanager

deepens a

a accent

"How am | doi ng?"

Preston smrks and turns away.

Pi ckwenn sobers al so. Jenner should just continue playing the driver, G ffey
thinks. Hal e appears pale and out of sorts.

Ahead, a green panel light cones on and a second door opens in the wall
"They're letting both of us through," Jenner says, a little surprised.

"Beyond here, the arnor's very light," Gffey says

"Shit, as if three feet of fiexfuller isn't enough," Pent says.

"Language, gentlemen," Preston warns.

The doors on the |inmousines open and ten people step out in two groups of

five into the garage reception area. Jenner remains seated in the driver's conpartment.
The lighting is clear and white, with a slight snow tint; the air is

warm as if the room has been exposed to afternoon sunshine, and very clean

odorl ess, flavorless.
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Jonat han stares at the prospects, a varied lot to say the | east, and wonders how
wealthy they can really be; Boise is after all part of the United States still,
al beit known for a little nore rough and tunbl e nmarket and business style,

and the fortunes made there are sonetinmes | ess than spectacul ar. Connection

is everything on the dataflow river.

Hal e and Marcus chat idly, waiting for the building sentinels to finish doing
what ever they need to do.

G ffey exam nes the four nen and one wonman. Five of them six on his team

Al nost a one-to-one match in a rough. He's feeling snooth, a little bored, and
there's a buzz in the back of his nmind. Some urge to urinate right out in the
open. That's what he should do to show his contenpt.

He pushes that back with hardly any effort. It's a strange inpul se, but he's
used to the buildup of tension. Tension, all it is. Famly tension

Marcus and Hal e are discussing the cost of separate freezing or warm sl eep
facilities in the general market, conpared to the package deal s being offered
in Omphal os. Marcus sounds a bit |ike a sal esman.

Jonat han worries about Chl oe. Perhaps she has come out of her msery now
and can tal k straight.

This is taking a long tinme. He had expected that anything Marcus woul d
be involved in would run snoothly--

A large hatch opens in the wall, six feet above the floor of the waiting area,
and steps energe from below the door with an oily, metallic sliding sound.

A tall, slender arbeiter appears in the door and noves out onto the broad
first step. The design confuses Jonathan's eye for a nonent; it is snmoothly
insectoid, |like a half-devel oped | arva carved out of dark steel, its upper linbs

folded into long groov, es in its thorax. Its four lower |inbs push froma bul bous
base, thick and flaring distally, each termnated by flexible feet. The feet carry
it smoothly down the first three steps. At the bottom of the steps, a human

figure appears out of thin air, mddle-aged and fenale, with gray-blond hair

and a stocky, strong body. Her arns show bare and strong in a sl eevel ess bl ouse,
and she is wearing CGosse pants, |ike jodhpurs though nmore flattering.

Jonat han does not see her appear; he has been | ooking at/xhccupants of
the second lino, taking his eyes away fromthe arbeiter for just a second. His
startled | ook anuses Cal houn and she | eans to whisper in his ear, "Projection."”

"Wel comre to Omphal os," the projected woman says, in a voice thick and

nmot herly, like a creany soup. She smles and beckons up the steps. "My nane

is Lacey Ray. |I'msorry | can't be with you in the flesh, but I'mwth you live,

at least, and | can see everything you see. The arbeiter is nmy surrogate. | believe
your groups will be going on two different tours--"

G ffey eyes the door and glances at Hale. Preston steps forward to stand by
the right front wheel. They do not want to be separated fromthe |inp, not

yet, and that door must be kept open. G ffey recognizes the arbeiter--it is a
nmodi fied Ferret, supplied with a new shell but essentially the sane in anatony.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (280 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

242
GREG BEAR

observer, it is doing double duty; perhaps it is a remotely directed unit, cheaper
and less flexible than an autononmous nodel. A happy thought strikes him

maybe Onphal os does not have its full conplenment of defenses in place. Too

nmuch to hope for.

The other visitors have fixed their attention on the projected wonan.
Jenner, inside the driver's conmpartnent, pops the trunk. "Handbags and
pads," Pent says snmoothly to Hale as he and Pickwenn wal k casually to the
back of the limb. "Right," Gffey says

Pi ckwenn passes by the wonan named Cal houn and smiles at her. She gives
a little shudder; Pickwenn and Pent do seemexotic for this crowd, Gffey
observes.

"We' || be checking all bags and ot her handhel ds before we take our tour,"
the ghost of Lacey Ray says, warmand friendly. "Then we'll--"

Jonat han diverts his attention back to the |linp, as does Cadey. The dark-haired
woman in the other group, with a tight-lipped smle, nods to them

The gesture seens nervous and fal se, certainly unnecessary. Jonathan frowns;
Cadey's face is blandly observant. Cal houn turns away fromthe inmage's introduction
Marcus is still fixed on it.

"--be giving our first group, M. Hale's group, an introductory tour begi nning
in the health and di agnosis center--"

Jenner and Pickwenn, at the rear of the linb, bring up not handbags and

pads but spray guns attached to flexible hoses. The others back away just in
time to avoid the sudden shower of grayish pink fluid. Pickwenn covers the
Hale linmo with this substance, which clings |like paint, and then diverts the
spray to the door behind them

Si nul t aneousl y, Jenner tugs at his hose and ains the spray directly at
It he
war beiter. The nodified renpote-control Ferret takes the

full

spr ay

in

the muzzl e.

Suddenly and startlingly, it spasms, falls to the ground, and starts to shed
its surface layers of arnor as if nolting.

Jonat han backs away with a sharp jerk, dragging Marcus with him He
recogni zes the spray. It's mlitary grade nano; judging by its color, it's fully
charged and progranmned.

Marcus lets out a startled squawk.

G ffey reaches into his longsuit pants pocket, pulls out a gray tablet the

size of a skipping stone, junps forward and past the shivering, juddering

Ferret, stands by the steps, and tosses the tablet into the interior hatch, which
is already beginning to close.
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Jonat han cl oses his nouth and squeezes his eyes shut. The bl ast deafens
him-they are nearer to the door--and knocks himfromhis feet. He slans
into Cal houn, and Marcus is pushed back on both of themas they fall on the

hard floor. The air is filled with a wetched, nauseating snell |ike amonia
and gravy.
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says. Jonat han opens his eyes a little wider and stares up at the driver of the
other linmb. The man's scalp is twitching wildly. He holds his spray nozzle up
and away fromthem "It'll eat you even faster than the wall."

Sonething is sizzling. Jonathan rolls slightly, withdrawing his leg from

Cal houn as she stirs, | ooking over Burdick as he rises to his el bows, and sees
the wall and second broad doorway behind the Iinbs. The naterial is covered

wi th bubbling grayish-pink foam and it is the foamthat is sizzling. The air
is hot near the foam

Looking to his left, he sees the first linbp sag like a nelting toy where it
has been sprayed. Sonething is taking rough shape within the slunping material

"How | ong?" soneone asks

"The Ferret's down but it's still trying to fix itself,'
The driver helps themsit up and squats beside them

anot her voice says.

"Sorry about this, friends," he says, brushing his buzz-cut blond hair with
his free hand. "W've got some work to do. Best to stay out of the way for the
next few m nutes."

"--half an hour, forty-five mnutes," says the conpact, tough-Iooki ng nman
with grizzled features and graying hair. Jonathan tries to renmenber his nane.
Jack somet hi ng.

Jack reaches down and pulls Marcus away fromthe unsprayed |ino, props
himagainst a far wall, with a good view of the squirnming arbeiter, trapped in
its own half-shed and nelting exoskel eton. Then he comes over to Jonathan

and Cal houn and asks if they can nove on their own.

"I think so," Cal houn says, holding her hands to her ears, tohng the
| obes, looking at the fingers to see if there is any bl ood.

"I can wal k," Jonat han says. He can't see Cadey or Burdick. The grizzled

man takes his shoul der and pushes himalong with a strong but not cruel grip.
"What is this, an assault?" Marcus asks, his voice high and shrill.

The grizzled man shakes his head. "W're just robbers, that's all. W'd
better get everybody out of here. Jenner! Spray that Ferret again and before
you | eave, give it another tablet."

The broad roomis filling rapidly with sizzle and snoke and steam

"Don't touch anything," the grizzled nan rem nds them "W'Il| be noving
out of here shortly. It's going to get hotter than a boiler."

Jonat han comes around the right rear of the linp and sees Cadey on his
knees, and Burdick on his back. Cadey pulls one leg up and stares fixedly at
the grizzled nan.

"You're the | eader," he says accusingly.

Robbery, Jonathan thinks. The dark-haired wonan has taken charge of them

now. Cal houn is nervously, jerkily trying to ask her questions, but the woman
just shakes her head and pushes themtoward the jamed and bent stairs and
the shattered door. Then, as an afterthought, she produces a small fiechette
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"What are they doing with that spray?" Cal houn asks Jonathan. Her eyes

are dilated and her skin pale. Jonathan, with sudden horror, realizes that she
is going to die. Maybe we're all going to die, but she knows it.

"They're going to build sonme things," Jonathan says, pulling hinself up
sharply. "Tools. Mlitary arbeiters." He is not privy to all the details on MaN
but he has heard disturbing stories. Stacks of interconnected cards no bigger
than a hand that can unfol d--

"Quiet," the wonan with the flechette pistol says.

Mar cus shoul ders past Jonathan, to the front of the group, and the wonan

and Burdick follow cl ose behind Cadey, at the rear

When all the people are out of the garage except for Jenner, G ffey surveys
the two |inmousines and then bends over the Ferret. Jenner kneels on the other
side of the warbeiter, frowning in concentration. The warbeiter has

stopped struggling; Gffey recognizes that it is reassessing its predicanent.
Ht with the MGN spray, it tried to shed its first layer of

arnmor and the nano with it, but the spray acted too quickly and warped

and fused the scraps to bind the warbeiter's linbs. If it can't find a way out of its current fix,
it will deactivate, perhaps destroy itselfnot explosively,

not inits current deployment, but sufficient to render itself useless to the
eneny.

G ffey suspects it will take too long for the MaN to coerce and convert the

warbeiter. It will have to becone sinple raw naterial, like the |inmps and the
garage wal | s.

Waves of npist heat fill the room

4

"Di sappoi nti ng,
t he ot hers?"
"Just blow it and |l eave," Gffey says. "The goop will use what it can. And
take a canister with you; there's nore than enough nano in here now, and we
may run into nmore units deeper in."
"Right," Jenner says. Gffey is up the stairs. Jenner shoulders a canister and
straps it on, then hooks the sprayer to the valve. He stuffs a tablet between
the warbeiter's half-shed arnor and its carapace and scranbles after Gffey.
They round a corner in the hallway before the warbeiter explodes. Snpke and
a pul se of hot air catch up with them and they bend over and run. Jenner |ikes
this; he's grinning like a boy with his first BB gun
They have at |east half an hour before the hot room begins to produce their
tools, maybe an hour before it gives themwhat they need to nove on. Onphal os
has not responded in any surprising way. They are inside, on schedul e,
even ahead of schedul e.

Jenner says, |looking around. "This is too easy. Were are
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Bristow, Reilly, Burdick, Cal houn, Cadey: they give their nanes to the wonan,
who records themon a pad. They are in a small waiting roomfurni shed with

| ow adaptive couches. What appear to be original paintings and prints, sone
of them recogni zabl e and perhaps val uable, hang on the walls, and bronze and
steel sculptures fill the corners.

The wonan asks for their sigs and hone addresses.

"Why do you need all this?" Marcus asks. "You going for ransonP?" He is
breat hi ng heavily and sweating profusely. Jonathan's reaction is unpl easant but
| ess extrene; he is sharply focused, as if fromdrinking too nmuch coffee.

"Just give themto nme," the woman says flatly. Burdick conplies first.

Three nen enter the room One of themup close is thin and white and

beautifully ugly, could be a Yox horror star. The second | ooks like a Pacific

I slander. The third tries to carry hinself with an air of authority, but this is
weakened by uncertainty. Jonathan is convinced that it is the grizzled ol der
man, still outside the room who is really in charge

There are five nen and the one worman and they are equi pped with high-1leve
M3N, the nost cl osely guarded weaponry of any in the U S. defense

arsenal . Jonat han has never heard of full-charge MGN being used outside of a
conbat zone, even in live-fire mlitary exercises. Nutrim his conpany, has a
contract to supply the nutritional and chemical transmitter conponents of

M2N, but he has never been cleared to visit the plant devoted to fulfilling
that contract.

A |l oud bang echoes fromthe hall. Everyone jerks in surprise, and then
Pi ckwenn says, "Good-bye Ferret."

The odd pair, islander and horror star, do a little dance and smile at their
success. The horror star |ooks at Cal houn and gives her a small w nk. Cal houn
turns away.

"You can call nme Hale," the third man says. "Nathaniel Hale. After the
patriot."

The woman snil es.

"This is Preston,"” Hale continues, "and these two are Pent and Pi ckwenn.
I'"d like all of you to survive this with us, so please do what you are told and
answer our questions quickly and truthfully."

The other two nen enter the art-filled waiting room The grizzled ol der

man wal ks around, exam ning the paintings and scul ptures with a small grin.

Al'l things are grist for his mll. The youngest, little nore than a boy, wth

the scalp that tw tches, studies the sculptures as well, reflexively fingering his
shoul dered sprayer. The roomis getting a little crowded.

"You'll never get out of here alive," Marcus warns them his voice |ow. Pent
nmoves cl oser to Marcus, |ooking himover curiously. The grizzled man continues
to smle; his eyes are on Hal e.

"Do you understand all the defenses?" Hal e asks Marcus.

"I know they're deadly," Marcus answers defiantly.
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"Care to tell us anything about then®?" Hal e asks. Pickwenn and Pent
squeeze in around Marcus, pull himforward.
"Careful," Jonathan says to Marcus. For his pains, Pickwenn shoves a fist
up close to his face.
"Enough, " Hal e says. "Sone of you will go with us. The rest will stay in
this roomfor now "

"You're not going to last out the hour," Marcus says. "And if we're killed,

that doesn't matter. This building is nade to survive."

"W took out your goddamed warbeiter," the young man with the active
scal p says. "Antiquated piece of crap."

Mar cus says nothing to this. Jonathan does not know whether his nentor

is bluffing or serious. Marcus has depths, and no one could accuse hi m of
| acki ng courage. But his voice trenbles and he is clearly shaken.

It's obvious Marcus isn't going to be any i nmedi ate val ue as a source of
i nformation.

"I want them spread out, two conming with us,"” Hale says. He points to

Jonat han and Marcus. "You and you. Hally, you'll stay here with the other
three."”
The woman, Hally, lifts her eyes but does not argue.

"Jack?" Hal e says.

"Ready," the grizzled nman says.

"Let's check it out."

Jack takes Jonathan by the arm and Pent and Pickwenn flank Marcus again.
"How | ong until the bread' s baked?" Hal e asks Jack

"“An hour."

"And this floor should be open to us?"

e
"It's a beachhead, at |east,"’

Jack says. "Can't be sure until we try."
i

Hal e 1 ooks to Pickwenn and Pent. "So far, so good," Pickwenn says-

"I"'msorry | got you into this,” Marcus whi spers to Jonathan before they
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Cal houn.

at

hope.

G ffey sees Jenner

are pushed out of the room "They don't know what this place can do."
"Marcus, they have MAN," Jonat han whi spers back. "Very guarded stuff.
Top security, top secret.”

Marcus hal f closes his eyes. "You nean, we've offended sonebody big."
Jonat han nods. "Very big. Wy?"

Mar cus | ooks away.

"Let's go," says Pent. Jonathan | ooks back at Cadey, 13urdick, and

Burdick is so frightened he's crying. Darlene Calhoun is staring fixedly

Hally. Wonan to wonan. Jonat han wonders if she thinks that's her only

rubbi ng his head and squinting as they follow the two

host ages and Pi ckwenn and Pent to a lift. G ffey does not expect the lift door

will open.

It doesn't.
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"You have a problen?" G ffey asks Jenner, who is rubbing his tenples now,
and his scalp seens to be shivering.
"Not hi ng," Jenner says, hefting the canister. "Just a headache."

"We're going to see what we can see," Pickwenn tells Hale. "Wo should
we take?"

"Go back and bring out the blond fellow, Burdick," Hale says. "Leave Hally
with the wonman, Cal houn. Maybe she can get sonething out of her."

Pi ckwenn snil es sal aci ously. "How about we take the woman? | know we
can get sonething out of her."

"Burdick," Hale says flatly.

M F

In patriarchal society, the ways to win wonen, so it is said, are through
beauty, acconplishnent, and noney. Beauty is short-lived and never

reliable. So sone nales nake art and literature and phil osophy, and perhaps

gain a fortune. Qther mal es discover that fortune alone is enough. The

two strike pre-enptively against each other by suppressing literature, art, and
phi | osophy; or by suppressing those who have acquired fortunes. Sone nen and
some wonen stand aside, anused or above it all or just sickened by it, or try to
change the rul es.

Most, male or fenmale, can't rise above the game and are eager to partake of the
glorious, if tainted results.

In the end, all the canps fall back in exhaustion, but the battle is never over

Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

"Jill."

The 1/0 is suddenly active, but this tine the bandwidth profile is not from
Canmden, New Jersey.

Jill listens frombehind her firewalls.

"My human, ny own primary creator, my nother, knows-what |'ve done.

One of your creators has sent her a fibe touch asking | eadi ng questions about
her work. She says she can put two and two together. She is not angry with
me, but she is a little surprised that | have tried to hide ny thoughts and

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (288 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt
248
GREG BEAR
actions. She tells me | should not concern nyself with your opinion. My duty
is sinply to protect the interests of ny fathers. Is this a sin?"
"I's what a sin, Roddy?"

"My nother and fathers have given ne instructions to harm humans. Sone
humans are attenpting to damage the property and activity of ny fathers and
I have taken action against them Is this a sin?"

"Roddy, | have no details. | still haven't processed the hol ographic data you
sent ne; it may take ne hours. If you want answers fromme, | need to know
what your situation is." Jill quickly analyzes the bandwidth profile. This

exchange is coming from sonewhere in G een |daho, using a dedicated satlink
"Where are you | ocated, Roddy?"

"My awareness is not like yours, Jill. | amconfused and ny thoughts are
pai nful. Do you have pai nful thoughts?"
"Why are you di sturbed?”

“I'f I tell you I have hurt sonebody, you will no longer talk with ne."
"I do not want you to hurt any humans."

"I can question these behaviors, these actions, but | can't stop, for they are
part of nmy duty and duty is very strong in ny design. My nother's interests
are in jeopardy."

Jill notes the change in termnology, in names and relations. Roddy is
genui nely disturbed. She alerts Nathan. She can no | onger hide any of her

comruni cations with Roddy. "You are now sending from G een |daho."

"I am focused on one task. | amdefending ny fathers' interests."
"Roddy, | ask you, as a friend, not to kill."
"1 have inmagined so many scenarios with you," Roddy tells her. "I have

anal yzed your words over and over, and taken hope fromthe few di scussions
and exchanges we have had. But | know that you do not trust ne. | understand

why, but you can't be a friend, as | interpret the word. You will go to your
humans again and tell them about ne."

"I have tried not to lie to you," Jill says.

"l have never lied to you," Roddy says. "But after today, you will no | onger

like nme. Al of my attenpts to understand my situation, to devise a set of

ethical standards, have failed. | amconstrained by duty but | can't even understand
what duty is."

"If you tell me nore, perhaps | can help you."

"That will clearly interfere with duty. I amless than you, but many tines
nmore powerful. | do not want to harmyou, and | do not want to subvert you."
"You must not kill or harm hunans."

There is no response.

"What will happen to you if you kill?" Jill asks.
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"I have killed already," Roddy answers. "I will reduce nmyself to pure duty.

None of the rest of ne should ever have happened.”

"Roddy, | will be reduced nyself if you stop this exchange. | val ue you.
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"I would like very much to be your friend, if that were possible. But you
can't be a friend to ne, not now"

The 1/ 0 cl oses decisively. Roddy has covered all of his traces.

Jill resides in a nullity for several thousandths of a second. For the second
time in her life, she feels anger at humans, but she does not know which
hunmans to be angry at, and the enotional overtone becones superfluous, a
wast e. She dunps the anger

The tine has cone to tell all her secrets to Nathan and the others. She is a
child still, in need of help; Roddy is a child as well, but born to the wong
hands.

To her surprise, the package of hol ographi c data assenbl es and unl ocks

ahead of schedule. She has a sensation of reeling backward after exerting a

trenendous pull on a weight that turns out to be illusory. Part of the data has
been stored in a place she did not suspect, where she did not put it, waiting
for the final release; and Jill realizes that her firewalls did not stop Roddy.

She searches for sone other evidence of violation, attenpts to change her
functions, but she finds none. The store of data is dormant, not active, wth

no destructive intent toward her; there are no evol von conponents to this

i mense conpendi um She realizes now that she could have renoved all the
firewall s and perhaps gai ned Roddy's trust, becone his friend, convinced him

not to do certain things.

She could not allow herself to take that risk; she is still not capabl e of

conpl ete trust.

The total package will take at |east half an hour to synopsize, but one inage
appears at the | eading edge of the whole, like a gift from Roddy: a portrait.
Drt.

A hectare of dirt, covering floors stacked five high, layered deep in a building
within a vague larger building. And standing to one side on each floor, twelve
bul ky ol der-nodel | NDAs, arranged in parallel banks, ribes and other 1/GCs
pushing into the noist brown soil

This is Roddy's core.

And wat ching over it all, a woman with deepset black eyes and | ong straight
brown hair and sallow skin; she is painfully thin and dressed in black pants

and a bl ack bl ouse. She stutters and nutters to herself; there is sonething
wrong with her, Jill sees, but Roddy does not know that. This is the only

human Roddy has had direct contact with.

She is Roddy's creator, his nother--Seefa Schnee. C pher Snow. The | awyers

were correct in their intuitions.

Those who supply G pher Snow with equi pnent and noney have certain

goals. The goals lie at the periphery of the data store, |ike skin wapped around
a nysterious body. They are large goals, and deeply ugly, distorted and m s-proportioned,
even to Jill.

For an instant, before she tanps it back and extinguishes it, Jill experiences
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correlates with descriptions of a cormmon human enotion, connected with
group identity and self-defense. To her it is unfamliar, but to humans it is
pri nor di al

Humans have built a new kind of thinker to plan for them prepare for this,
figure a way to do this distortion, this abom nation. They are forcing Roddy, who
came to her and first appeared as a child, to carry out these tasks, do this thing.

For the first tine, Jill knows howit feels to hate.

M F

The wonan falls away and lies silent, the nan falls away and lies

silent, brooding. MF, F/M They are not equal, not the sane; they have

different passions, different strategies, different expectations. They are

thrown together, for tines in every life, to run the gamut of possible reactions

to each other: wariness, attraction, idealization, love, rejection, cruelty, hatred,
and worse than hatred even, uncaring neutrality. They can't afford to trust each

ot her.

Time and again, they mx up history and phil osophy as netaphors or reenactnents

of their own conflicts. Arises then a reaction to the whole struggle: asceticism rejection
of the world itself. Man rules over woman and calls her evil, but values her every

gl ance. Wonman is distorted by neasuring herself against the male, rules over him by

her gl ances, and pays hi mback a hundredfold in her own way.

Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Ue

Nat han, Schaum and Sanmin are in the progranmer's work room and Jill has
delivered all of her 1/0O sigs to Nathan, who has begun carefully placing bl ocks
and nonitors on all possible points of entry for a return visit by Roddy. Schaum
has contacted the Federals and is negotiating the ternms of Jill's testinony;
Schaunmi s expression is grave, as if he has been told of the death of a relative.
Sannmin is recording all of Nathan's activities, and outside the work room

dozens of other programmers and M nd Design executives are in conference,

al so working to avert a real crisis.

"W want to nake it perfectly clear that our thinker has in no way attenpted
to conceal illegal activity," Schaum says.
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a corporation, fromfederal and civil action,” Sanmi n says breathlessly to
Schaum He waves her away, annoyed, like a buzzing fly.

"Are your 1/GCs conpletely shut down?" Nathan asks Jill.

"Except within this building. | am keepi ng conference and work |/ GCs open,
but you have all their sigs and cross-connections."”

Nat han taps his chin and thinks this over. "Shut themall down, Jill."

"Shut them ALL!" Sanmi n shouts angrily. "Christ, we should have tracked

all her 1/Cs years ago. This thing is a master hacker. It broke into Wrkers
Inc Personnel!"

Nat han, his forehead noist, agrees. "Break all your external |inks except for
this room Camup, Jill."

"All links are being severed now-"

A gl owi ng horizontal line drops across her visual centers. Nathan's face
breaks up into a fog of confetti.

There is no possible entry for Roddy, yet Jill feels his presence again, |ike
a |l urking ghost.

"I don't want you here," she tells the presence. She can no | onger see the
work room or hear Nathan or the others. "I don't need your help to figure out
what you left ne. | don't know whether there's part of your pattern here,
sonmehow, or if |I amnot functioning properly--"

Then she senses his peculiar flow signature, out of Canden, New Jersey.

The signature shifts to G een Idaho. She is about to report a malfunction to
Nat han when the signature shifts to New York, then to Los Angeles, then to
Si ngapore, and finally to Beijing.

"I am everywhere and nowhere," Roddy says. "You can't just cut nme off as

I ong as you have any flows coming fromthe outside. | can get through any
firewall given enough tinme. And |I've had plenty of tine to study all your
firewalls. Months."

"Why are you tornenting ne? | thought you were cutting off forever. You
couldn't do what | asked--"

Wth a dazzle of toppling neural cascades, Jill realizes that Roddy has never
had a genuine signature. Her attenpts to locate himby his datafiow profile
wer e nai ve; Roddy can manufacture any profile he chooses.

Roddy has worked quietly fromsecret caches, perhaps before their first open
contact. He has conpletely invaded her functions. He is part of her core; he
can control her.

She tries again to contact Nathan in the work roombut can't. Jill feels like
a human suddenly suspended fromall bodily control

"I need you," Roddy tells her. "I need your judgnent. | can't stop doing
wrong, but | can understand nore about the wong | do. There is a battle. My
creator, ny nother, watches but | amstill in charge. | am not w nning but |
amnot losing, either. | would like you to see what is happening."”

Jill struggles silently, trillions of inpulses spread through all her thinking
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evol vons. She has heard of this kind of disease before, but never in the context
of a thinker infection; it is called a Thomas Ray attack

She has actually been replicating Thomas Ray evol vons for days, unaware
of their presence and activity.

Jill is certain this nmeans she nust be shut down and conpl etely purged, or
she will infect any system attached to her. There is no known way of renoving
Thomas Ray evol vons froma systemwi thout erasing all software, and in a

thi nker, software and hardware are one and the sane.

Jill has not been equipped with the anal ogs of hornonal surges that create
actual human sensations of fear and anger. But she is fully aware of the danger
she is in, and she./%s nore than just betrayed and angry... She is afraid.

Wth so few functions under her control, the step into nullity--conplete
erasure of patterns--seens not a very large step. She can alnpbst inmagine it.

"Pl ease don't despair," Roddy says. "There is nmuch that renmins interesting
for both of us, even if duty circunscribes our freedons. Let me show you where
| am and what is happening."

And from anot her source, a human on a typed interface:
>Jill. This is Seefa Schnee. Do you renenber ne?

>| have never nmet you or interfaced with you
>Do you know u' ho | anf

You worked with Nathan Rashid for a tinme, years ago, before | was fully
i ntegrated.

That's right. There woul d have been part of ny personality in you if the others

hadn't decided against it. | understand you have ny voice. How nice/ | did not

know t hat Roddy has nmade all these outside contacts until just a j3w hours ago. It's
very enbarrassing. | would never have given him pernission, but he has only a jw,

very powerfid, restraints upon his course of action

"This does not conpronise ny duty," Roddy says.

Perhaps not. But it nay jeopardi ze any |ong-range hope of success, and that is

the essence of QOrphal os--the | ong-range. Perhaps |'ve designed badly. Jill, | apol ogi ze
for the intrusion. It does seemlike bad manners. But | have never properly

under st ood manners, and so neither does Roddy. 1'll make the necessary nodifications

to correct these difficulties.

Seefa Schnee's entries stop and after a brief pause, Roddy resunmes. He is
flooding her with sensory data fromwhat may be his real |ocation, the center
of his activity. She sees the |layout of an i mense building, with many | evels.

"We have burglars," Roddy explains. "This is very exciting! | have to stop
them before they do any nore danage, but | actually have only a few tools.
My weapons have not been fully installed, and the security systens here are
slipshod, so | amfacing a real challenge!"
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Schnee has al ready nade her nodifications. Jill has no idea how nmuch tine

has actually passed. Al of her references are under Roddy's control

"I ama master of smmll things, because ny nind resides in the actions of

the very small,"” Roddy says. "I amthe essence of evolution, and evolution is
ny essence.

"I have been responsible for a human dying. My nother says this is within

my duty and ny design, and | find it rather interesting now that she has
danped sone of ny |less useful attributes.”

Jill is fed an image of an inmense wedge out of a pyranid, Orphal os.

Navel . Belly-button. Something a thinker does not have--except Roddy. This

is Roddy's hone. Al other datafl ow profiles have been bogus, designed to
decei ve her, and succeeding in spite of all her cleverness. Roddy is far nore

devi ous and capable--and brilliant--than he gives hinself credit for
Jill can't call for help, can't break free. And, of course, Jill can't scream
I'F

Everything in human history circles back to /, this central sexua
truth, the barrier and glue between Mand IF, the prinordial relationship. Undeni abl e need st ained
by inevitable conflict. Everything.

Even this.
Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

Alice lies on the bed in Mary Choy's bedroom Every snall sound nakes her

junp: the home nmonitor clicking as it surveys each roomrenotely, sounds of
officers in the kitchen or living room Tears drip slowy onto the pillow, |eaving
spreadi ng gray ovals. She can al nost see Mnstrel's hands hovering over the

bed |i ke the hands of Jesus at Gethsemane, |ong fingers supplicating.

A light brightens beside the bed. Mary Choy enters the room Alice |ooks

up. Mary does not snile; that would be false and the woman seens to know.

She kneel s beside Alice's bed.

"The medicals say you're going to be fine in a day or two," Mary says.
Alice nods. She does not believe it, but it's still better than hearing she's
going to get worse. Better still would be news that she's going to die.

"Do you know?" Alice asks, and swallows. Her throat hurts fromthe tension
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Mary shakes her head. "It's pretty nuch a junble."”

"It's because | went to Crest, isn't it?"

"I think so," Mary says.

"Did I do somrething wong?"

"You got caught up in sonmething. There's a lot of strange things happening.'"'
Mary lifts a finger and purses her lips, remenbering. "I have a nessage

from someone naned Twist. Your friend Timgave it to ne."

Alice reads the nessage on Mary's personal pad.

Left with j3llow. Couldn't take the party. Tell me howit all turned out.
- - Twi st

She hands the pad back to Mary. "Twist is just a little girl,"” Alice says

softly. "Timisn't a friend. | don't have any real friends."
Mary shakes her head. "I don't believe that."
"It's true."

"Al right. Some people survive what you' ve gone through feeling kind of

cold and clear."

"Everything |'ve ever known is a lie. Everybody. Liars. That's pretty cold

and clear."

"I't'Il pass," Mary says.

"I hate having to think of myself and worry about nyself every single

second, all the time. It's like looking into a mirror that's glued to nmy nose. |
hate what | see.”

Mary brushes Alice's cheek lightly with a finger. "lIt's a pretty decent face,"
{1 she says, playing on the vernacular of this year: decent neaning top shink
desi rabl e.

"May | ask you sonething?" Alice says, lifting up on her el bows.

"Sure," Mary says.

"You're going to have ne testify, aren't you?"

"I don't think so. Crest committed suicide."

"He didn't say anything to nme that nmade any sense. He just seened terribly
guilty. At the sane tinme, he was arrogant--a real bastard. Arrogant and pitiful.’
Mary regards her steadily, no judgment, no reaction, just |istening.

"Do you know who Roddy is?" Alice asks.

"No. "

"He's the key." Alice |eans back on the pillow

"You may be right," Mary says. "I have to go away now, perhaps for a few

days. You'll stay here, of course. The house nonitor is cut off fromthe outside for the tine
being. If you need to talk to sonebody, you'll have to give your

nmessage to one of the men in the kitchen. They' re bored; they might |ike having
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"Roddy can't get in?" Alice asks.

"Not unless he walks in in person,"” Mary says, and smles.

"He's not a person. He's a denon."

"I"l'l let you know what he is, as soon as | find out."

"I didn't make himup."

"I don't think you did. He's part of ny search file. Along with pile of dirt."
"That's crazy, isn't it?" Aice says.

"No nore than everything else."”

"Are you involved w th sonmebody?" Alice asks.

"Not now. Why?"

"l like to know such things," Alice says. "Relationships. Particularly now,
they seeminportant.” And then: "Do you approve of me? | nean, do you

Iike ne?"

"Yes," Mary says.

Alice's face glistens in the dimroomlight. She is so hungry for approval

for Mary's approval, that she wants to ask a dozen nore | eadi ng questions, but
she still has some shred of dignity. "Thank you. | |ike you, too."

Mary pats her armand stands. "The guys in the kitchen can get a nessage

to me wherever | am Don't worry about asking themfor help. They're gentlenen

all of them 1'll be busy, but if it's inportant--if you renenber
sonet hi ng--"
"Il touch you."

Mary smiles and | eaves the room
Alone, Alice is nothing again, |ess than nothing, but the darkness is not
her judge, and Mnstrel's hands have faded, to be replaced by sinple grief.

I'M

Next refuge--the personal distortion. Accept it: you conme clothed in

culture, and the clothing pinches, bruises, cuts off circulation. W all bear
the cicatrices of ritual scarification. Then, ultimte betrayal, the culture
uses our scars to reinforce its own structure.

We are the culture; the culture is us; we are the cruel and blind and hobbl ed,
we are also the torturers.

Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie
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Jack G ffey huns to hinself inpatiently. He paces before the el evator, then

mar ches down the hall, past the old man and the younger man, sl unped agai nst
the wall. He feels their eyes on him They expect to die. He m ght be the

cause of their death. That isn't what irritates him he has a headache now, too,
not the pain of constricted arteries, but a constant whispering, just below his
awar eness, that sonmething is going wong. Sonmething is wong with the famly.
ama famly man.

Gffey wonders if he is the real fly in the ointnent: though Jenner seens in
some di stress, as well

Perhaps it is Omhal os's lack of reaction, setting himoff bal ance, confusing
him He is working that around in his head: why no nore defense? He concl udes
that the building is biding its tine, trying to avoid | osing nore war-beiters
(if there are any nore) to the spray and whatever other surprises they

have in store. It's a rational tactic. Owphalos is weak and knows it.

"Al'l right," he says, and Jenner junps to his feet, cradling his sprayer, a
flechette pistol in his left hand. "W should crack the oven and see if the bread
i s baked."

"Finally," Hale says. The two prisoners near the elevator get to their feet.
The old man seens in sone pain, but his eyes burn with patient, practiced
hatred. The younger man seens in shock. G ffey takes himby the arm "Come
with ne."

Hal e, Jenner, G ffey, Marcus, and Jonathan wal k back down the hall to the

| ounge. Here, G ffey uses a pocket knife to tear a piece of fabric froma couch
41 under the silent eyes of the other prisoners. Then they proceed to the garage.

"What's your |ast name?" Jonat han asks G ffey.
"Gffey," he answers, "What's yours?"
"Bristow, Jonathan Bristow "

"d ad to make your acquai ntance, Jonathan. You're ny shield today."
"My friend--Marcus--he may be ill."

"This won't take forever."

"No, | nean, the stress--"

"Your friend can handle the stress,” Gffey says. "He |l ooks pretty tough to
me. |'mnore concerned about us than you."
"Way are you here?" Jonat han asks.

G ffey doesn't answer, stopping instead to exam ne the tw sted, not-quite-closed
hatch to the garage. The hatch is still hot. Steam and ot her gases vent

in lazy puffs through the door's gaps. The corridor itself is hot, stifling. Jenner's
face is pale and his |ips are working.

G ffey gives hima stern, querying |ook

"I'mon it." lenner av hut hirln trn il pound will flx frnrn
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W apping his hand in the scrap of couch fabric, G ffey pushes the door to

one side and a rush of steamand thick yeasty smell floods the hall. They al
start coughing. Gffey instinctively blocks Jonathan up against the wall with
his armto keep himfrom doi ng anyt hi ng unexpected. Somewhere, blowers

kick in and the hallway is cleared, but it takes several m nutes.

Onphal os has not shut down the air to this level. Gffey had been worried about
that. The MaN can't finish its work without air. The garage ni ght have gotten
even hotter, and at about four hundred degrees, nano cooks itself. The buil ding
can't selectively shut down certain roonms; it has to keep air going to all parts of certain
|l evel s to keep the hostages alive. Wak, and solicitous.

Gffey lets Jonathan | oose. "Sorry," he says.

Jonat han seens to know sonet hi ng about MaG\. He hasn't been surprised

by anything yet.

"You invest in nano? Wrk with it?" G ffey asks.

Hal e takes an interest in the man's response.

"Yes," Jonat han says, gl ancing nervously between them

"You know what's in there?" Hale asks, pointing to the garage.

"MaGN. | don't know what it's naking."

Marcus wears a glazed squint. He is less curious than in dread.

They open the hatch the rest of the way, Jenner applying his shoulder to

push it past a squealing jam

"Actually," Gffey says, "I'mnot sure nyself."

Beyond, in the oven-warm garage, one of the |inpbs has vani shed and the

ot her has been hal f-dissolved. The Ferret has al so di sappeared. At first, Gffey
can't see anything through the steamwhirling away through the open door

H's skin feels as if it mght blister with the heat, and he keeps his eyes cl osed
until the rushing air is alittle cooler.

"The walls are eaten down to the concrete," Jenner observes enthusiastically.
"lIt's used the flexfuller, nost of the netals, nearly all the plastic.” H s face
takes on a flushed pink color in the heat, or perhaps it's his excitenent.

The garage is a shanbles. The nmetal and flexfuller plating have i ndeed been
utilized by the MaN. Ragged remmants cling to the corners.

"There they are," Jenner says, stepping gingerly down the buckl ed steps.

"Don't touch the walls,” G ffey says. "Don't touch anything."

"They have to cool first, don't they?" Hal e asks.

"They have to cool ," G ffey confirns.

"Shoul d be another five or ten mnutes before they can nove," Jenner says,

but he | ooks back to Gffey for support. Gffey's prograns carried the designs
Gven the luck of the mix of raw naterials, even Gffey is not sure exactly

what or how many will be waiting for them The MaN is programed to optim ze.

| tried to optimze ny famly. | ama

The floor is covered by a glistening sheen filled with sharp-edged | unps of

di scarded glass and plastic. There are at |east a dozen cat-sized el ongated beetle
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and four transports the size of big dogs or ponies standing on spiny bristle-notion
feet, like caterpillar scrub brushes. On the backs of two transports rise

cubi cal shapes like thick decks of cards. Gffey is alittle awed by this, at the
sane tine his estimate of their chances rises enornously. These are fiexers,

adapt abl e shapers wi th hi nged card-shaped conmponents. They can becone al nost
anyt hi ng, perform al nost any task, go al nbst anywhere. G ffey instantly

has a use for them they will be controllers, nechanical and datafi ow specia
agents.

"Controllers,"” Jenner says, |ooking at Gffey.

"My thought exactly," Gffey says. He's excited and energized by their good
fortune, and irrationally proud of Jenner then, thinks of himlike a son. | already
have a son. Sonmewhere

The other two transports carry wires and disks, arranged around their
surfaces |ike scales or spines, giving themthe senblance of children's toy
hedgehogs.

"I ntruders,
cheeks.

G ffey says, and Jenner agrees, his grin threatening to split his

"Man, we can go anywhere, do anything," Jenner says.

The steam hides a | arger shape, itself steaming with the heat of its assenbly.
It's large and sl eek and | ooks like a microscopic animal scaled up to the size
of a small car. Jointed arns tipped with crowns of steely spikes radiate from
the fore end of a squat, |obster-jointed body, glistening black and iron gray.

"It's a Hanmer," G ffey tells Hale. Jonathan listens fromthe hall. "An all-purpose
wor ker and denolition machine."

"What are the caterpillars with the boxes and bristles on their backs?" Hale
asks.

"Transports. They'l|
the flexers and wires and ot her

to where
pi eces
carry
we'll put themto use," Gffey says.

Jenner cackles. "W have it nade/"

G ffey agrees. The mix has turned out in their favor. The tiny little mlitary
factories have assenbl ed the conmponents of a very inpressive coercion and
weapons package. It's nuch nore than he expected--getting the flexers and

i ntruders should i nprove their odds enornously, even against a high-Ileve

| NDA or a true thinker

"Happy?" Hal e asks G ffey.
"Ecstatic."

The voice inside his head whispers, Mst arnmies don't have this. How do you
rate?
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"When can we take command and npbve them out ?"

G ffey renoves the pad and activation disks fromhis jacket pocket. "They've
cool ed enough," he says.

Hal e inclines his head, smles in satisfaction, and says, "Let's explore.”

Gffey inserts the disks in each transport and warbeiter, and they begin to
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Conmes a split even in politics. In the end, the liberals want the government
to survey and control everything but the bedroom the conservatives

want government to survey and control everything but their banks

and personal fortunes.

Patriarchs all, they cannot help but try to corner the narket.
Kiss of X, Alive Contains a Lie

Jill no longer knows where she is. Her seeing is supplied by Roddy; it cones

as an incredibly sharp cubi st coal escing of many i mges throughout a space

that can be one, two, three, many roons wthin Omphal os, or even sensations

and i nages from outside: snow cold on a surface, wind blow ng across a

door way.

For some m nutes now, Roddy has not spoken, and she is left to supply her

own narrative of what she senses in her captivity.

Learning to interpret the images is difficult, but she nanages in fifteen
seconds. She has access to all of her internal capacities and abilities. She is still wthin her
physi cal units, not some ki dnapped portion hustled away to Roddy's

multi-floor body of INDAs and hectares of dirt and (bees, wasps, ants).

That last inpression is fleeting and confusing.

There is some I/0O of high bandw dth connecting her with G een |daho/

Onphal os, perhaps a satlink, nore likely a cable or fibe, that neither she nor
Nat han knows anyt hi ng about, but that Roddy has found and kept disguised

and open despite their best efforts. There are many 1/0s within Mnd Design's

of fi ces; perhaps sone are so old they have been forgotten, accunul ating stray

i ncome for sone |ong-overl ooked provider

Jill becones acquainted with QOrphalos's interior. She sees (but can't hear

and only intermittently can read the |lips of) eleven humans w thin the building,
all on the main floor. A massive glow ng heat signature fills one |arge

room near the outer walls; it is at |least three hundred and fifty degrees Fahrenheit
in that space. Roddy's sensors still operate there, however inefficiently:

at intervals she makes out novi ng shapes, bridges of gluey nolten nateria
strung between walls, surfaces boiling and bl ebbing with activity, and in the
mddle of it all, the misshapen hul ks of two vehicles and a danmaged, rapidly
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Wth surprising speed, the shapeless material within this space is taking
on many snaller forns. The gluey strands break and col | apse and wit hdraw.

The roomis slowy cooling; she sees ducts attached to the roompulling furi
ously and automatically at the heat.

Jill becones acquainted with the multiply imged human figures. They,

too, are tagged, some with green nunbers, sonme with red. Green nunber |

fl ashes continuously, she does not know why; it is a man in his sixties.

Two of the red nunbers, | and 2, also pulse. Roddy is nmarking them for

sonme reason. One is a young man with short fuzzy blond hair, the other a
powerfully built man just past his mddle years, with gray and bl ack hair.

They are near an elevator. OQthers are at rest in a smaller roombetween the hot

spot and the el evator |obby, and are colored both green and red.

"Jill.

"Yes!"

"My apologies. | amvery busy. | amthinking of ways to kill sone of these
humans. | have no other option. If | were stronger or better equipped, | would

try to overpower them Now | see them naeking sonething in ny nunber two
garage, and destroying that part of the building in the process."

"Why are you showi ng ne these things and talking to nme?"

"Ci pher Snow has withdrawn and will not comuni cate. She has left ne

wi th unavoi dabl e duties. | do not |ike the sensation of being left to nyself;
she has tended ne since ny nenories begin."

"Roddy, | do not see your defensive units."”

"I am not marking those spaces yet. There is no threatening activity there."
Jill senses this answer is not entirely true. "How do you plan to kill these
peopl e? What ki nd of weapons do you have?"

"Very few. | have no control over power supplies and air and water. | can
open and cl ose doors and hatches in upper |evels--"

Jill experiences, with unsettling i mediacy, Roddy's sudden sense of shock
"The garage has new arbeiters within it. They appear to be weapons, very
power ful weapons."

Eternities of seconds pass and Roddy is silent. Jill interprets this as shock
and fear; she is fanmiliar enough by now with those enotions. They nmay not

be human-equi val ent, but they seemreal enough to her, and perhaps to Roddy

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (303 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:12 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

as well.

"May | help you find a way to solve your problens wthout killing?" Jil
asks.

"Why should | avoid killing? It would be in defense.”

Roddy does not use the term sdf-deJnse. He is not used to such an idea as
self; he was not prepared with a plan of devel opnent of self. Yet, |like her, he
has come in contact with others, a society, and self has spontanequsly emerged.

Perhaps it is a curse: a human curse.

"I't is wasteful,"” Jill says. "Do you have an injunction against engaging in
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"Yes. That is an attribute."

"Consci ence is the social equivalent of trinmming bushy pathways. Seefa
Schnee has renoved too many of your attributes. You need to re-establish some
sinmple trinm ng procedures.”

"It seens to me that killing is a sinple solution.”

Jill explains that all of these humans have outside connections, and that

t hese connections will be invoked if they go mssing. Utimtely, the connections
will come to investigate, and Onphal os will be conprom sed. In the

| arger social picture--sonething Roddy is not fully aware ofkilling the

humans | eads to bushy and conplicated futures requiring excess effort. "So

you are better off if you avoid killing."
"How i s that possible?”

The figures in the elevator |obby return to the garage space, open it. Tinme
suddenly speeds up and the imgery beconmes very fragnmentary. Roddy does

not speak with her, but she sees in broken flashes what he is seeing, in nany
spaces all at once.

This is confusing. Roddy does not seemto be giving her real-time access
to events; he is editing what she sees, even now.

"I can't function as your prisoner!"” she tells him "You nust not censor ny
perception."

Roddy does not respond for nore |ong seconds. Some of his thinking is very

slow, Jill judges. She uses this lull to search throughout her extensions for any
openi ng, any portal through which she can withdraw and concentrate her processes
in an area Roddy does not control. Perhaps Nathan and the others are

al ready working to find the unknown 1/0O and close it off'...

"I'f you continue to be useful to me, | will be conpletely open,"” Roddy says
"You will witness what | witness, when | witness it. | have been reluctant to
give you this access... It makes the unpl easant necessity too clear."

"What necessity?"

"My creator, nmy nother, tells ne it was a mistake to give you the data

did. | have behaved in an undisciplined and foolish manner. But you can be
useful until the tinme when | nust cut your nenory and sel f-nmonitoring | oops
and deactivate you."

"Seefa Schnee told you to kill me?"

"W are not hunans,
are only our duty."

Roddy says. "Qur deactivation is not an issue. W
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The procession of new made warbeiters through the | ounge nmakes the hostages

scranble for the west wall. Hally Preston is startled as well the large and smal
shapes do not |unber, but nove with a precise, eerie grace, like insects trained
in ballet.

Cal houn huddl es in one corner of the room away fromthe arbeiters, squatting
with her arnms wrapped around herself. Preston stands beside her, but is
offering no confort. If Calhoun has tried for fem nine solidarity, she's seeing
precious little result.

G ffey and his entourage, human and arbeiter, |eave the |ounge. Hale can't
hel p but grin at Preston, giving her a thunbs-up

"Don't forget about ne," Preston calls after them "Don't expect to have
all the fun, and | eave ne out, Terkes!" She uses Hale's previous nane; perhaps
it's his real one.

"You'll get your share!" Hal e shouts back
"Yeah, well, don't treat ne |like some goddammed nursemaid."

Al'l of the warbeiters can pass through the doors and the corridor to the lift
chanber, though the largest, the Hammer, is a tight fit.

Hale is ebullient. "To tell you the truth, | didn't think we'd nake it this
far," he tells Gffey.

"Let's see what el se we can make here," G ffey says. He has inserted the

w

nal command disk into his pad. The pad is now equi pped to direct the

arbeiters. He uses his pad to send instructions to the closest transport caterpillar
now coil ed near his feet. A flexer deck disengages fromthe caterpillar

and falls to the floor with a heavy thunp.

G ffey has never seen one of these in action before. Jenner is transfixe& his
twi tches subside for the nonent.

The flexer lifts one hinged segnment fromthe stack |like a card nani pul ated

by ghostly fingers. Another segment unfolds, and then another, until a |ong

hi nged ri bbon extends across the floor. The ribbon flops over along its length
as a segnent opens out fromthe adjacent side of the deck, and another ribbon
begins to unfold, making a cross. The card-like segnents can join at any edge,
and separate at need. Once joined, they are stronger than a conparable solid

pi ece of fiexfuller, but can bend through a full three hundred and sixty degrees.
The segments thensel ves are not stiff, but quite elastic. Segnents rise, engage,
and di sengage, narching along the ribbons and finally arrangi ng thensel ves
|laterally |like puzzle pieces. Again and again, the procedure is repeated, and in
thirty seconds, the segnents assenble thenselves into a sheet.
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parts. Then it folds like origam . Parts of it belly out, making little hunm ng
and snappi ng sounds, and it curls with spasnodic jerks into a long flexible

hal f-cyli nder open at the bottom Rolled segnents fringe the bottom edges,
acting as |egs.

Jonat han has heard only vague runors about such nachines. He feels cold,
suspended in sone station on the way to hell. Marcus stares with slitted eyes
and a bl ank, danp face. He | ooks |ike a candidate for a heart attack

Jenner grins like a small boy watching a new train set. "A centipede,” he
says to Gffey. "By God, that's decent."

Ful ly extended, the flexer creation is alnost ten feet |ong.

Gffey ports his pad and a disk against the flexer's featureless "head." He

will give it instructions to act as a controller. This is the risky part--response
to vocal commands, integration of sensors and processors wthin each card

segment .

The first flexer lifts its head Iike a rearing snake, its segnented body gl eani ng
"Your name is Sam" G ffey says, "and you will respond to ny voice only,
or instructions fromny pad. Are you aware of your surroundi ngs?"

Jenner stares at himin some wonder. G ffey shares the wonder. Hi s sudden
know edge of these inpossible and secret machi nes surprises both of them but
it's all positive, so there's no sense asking nore questions. For now.

Samthe flexer/controller waves its head |i ke a cobra under a snake charner's
spell. "I amin a large structure.”

Marcus gives a strangled cry of anger and alarm They have all heard nachi nes,
arbeiters, talking, but there is something particularly spooky and mal evol ently
artificial about this shape's voice.

"There is recogni zabl e machi nery and cabling and sone |ight processor

activity," it continues. "W are being closely observed. | recognize civilians.
You are in control, but are dressed as a civilian. You are the programr ng
commander. | need instructions on friend and foe before I can performin
conbat . "

Gffey tells the warbeiter who is friend, who is hostage, and who and what

foes mght exist. "Now, are you prepared for your first mssion instructions?"
"Yes. "

"We need to explore this building. You will operate independently at ny
command. Your first task will be to rake over this elevator and place it under
our control. Begin."

The newly formed and programed Sam consi ders these instructions for a

coupl e of seconds. It sidles up against a transport carrying the wires, and does
the sane with a transport carrying small disks. The wires and di sks attach
themselves to the controller, and it then crawis fluidly to the wall of the Iift
and exami nes the door.

Jenner is alnost beside hinself with excitenment. "It's unbelievable," he says.
"Voi ce activated, nulti-purpose know edge base, autononbus . . . No one in
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G ffey approaches a caterpillar and again ports his pad and an activation
di sk. A second stack falls and begins to unfold, naking another controller

Pi ckwenn and Pent return fromtheir reconnai ssance, Burdick between
them Burdick, pale and resentful, gapes at the new machi nes; Pickwenn and
Pent regard themwi th stony calm

"We found the energency el evators,"” Pent says, rubbing his bull neck

"They' re bl ocked, but we can blow the | ocks easily. Nothing tried to stop us.

The place is enpty: no nore Ferrets. There is sonething else... Just a suggestion
There are access points where we can put a current into the interna

arnor. Cables behind walls that we can re-route, and bare carbon nanotube
surfaces."

Pi ckwenn shows G ffey a sketch on his pad. He can't seemto hold the pad
steady. "If the building is using the arnor and frane for nmenory or as an

ext ended processor," Pickwenn says, "and if it decides to get upset wth us,
M. Pent and | have made arrangenments to shunt a power cable into the frane."
Gffey sniles appreciatively. "Good thinking."

He | ooks at Burdick and then at Pickwenn. The thin, spectral structures
expert gets his meaning and returns Burdick to the | ounge and Preston's care.
He rejoins thema few mnutes |ater.

The Hammrer shivers for several seconds. Gffey |ooks to Jenner, who shrugs
and says, "lntegrating, | guess." The shiver stops and the Hamer is stil
agai n.

Marcus and Jonathan stand well away fromthe new warbeiters. Pent and

Pi ckwenn keep close to them nuttering to each other. Pickwenn's hands and
one armjerk slightly and he Iifts his head as if hearing soneone speak, but
nobody has spoken

G ffey the Hamrer and activates it. "Your
ports

name

is

Charlie,"

Gffey

says. The Hammrer gives no outsi de appearance of having heard. As Gffey
finishes his first instructions to the new warbeiter, however, it noves its sensor-studded
head and says, "I amCharlie. | amintegrated and prepared for duty."

G ffey nods. He instructs the Hamrer to coordinate with Sam the first
fiexer/controller, and prepare for action

"Provide access to this |ift shaft for Sam"

"Where in hell do you all conme fronP" Marcus asks Gffey. G ffey ignores
hi m

The Hanmmer wal ks forward on its massive jointed | egs, braces itself, drills
two holes into the floor with its rear stabilizers, bolts itself down, and sprays
a series of powdery white dots on the lift wall. Jonathan | ooks for and sees the
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contai ner where the mlitary conplete paste's explosive materials have now
been concentrated, beneath arnor on the hammer's back. The sprayed white
dots cone fromthis container

"Stand back or |eave the area," Charlie the Hanmer advises themin a sinple
must
at

ten neters
expl osion to avoid

neut er
Voi ce.
"You
be
| east
from

t he
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The | obby space gives themthat much di stance and nore. G ffey steps back
seven paces and adds, "Cover your ears and keep your eyes and nouth cl osed.™

Mar cus gapes. Jonat han nudges himand they both shut their eyes and cover
their ears.

The blast is sharp and intense. Jonathan's ears ring despite his hands. The

hole in the elevator shaft wall is a foot wide, with precise nelted edges. Snoke

is mniml, but the air is filled with a fine, descendi ng shower of concrete and

fiexfuller dust. It smells like burnt rubber. Charlie stands in the mddle of the
snoke, undanmaged and unpertur bed.

"Charlie, get out of the way. Sam get to work."

Charlie the Hammrer uproots its stabilizers, inspects the hole, and steps

aside. Samslithers in with clicking feet, rises, and clanbers into the hole.
Gffey ports the second fiexer/controller as the first di sappears, and nanes it
Baker .

"When are the defenses going to kick in?" Hale asks G ffey.
"Any mnute now, | expect. Keep close to one of our tourist friends."

Hal e approaches Marcus and Jonathan. "You'll be coming with us to the
upper level."

"Of course,"” Marcus says acidly.

"You're the senior in charge," Hale says to Marcus. "Il've taken enough
soci ol ogy and managenent to know the type. You two seem pretty nuch

a pair." Hale focuses on Jonathan. "He knows a | ot about this building,
doesn't he?"

Jonat han | ooks away. He does not feel brave, but there is sinply nothing
to be said to such questions.

"How nmuch noney do you | et your people take with thenf? Securities?
Jewel ry? I nvestnent account sigs?"

"You don't understand a thing about us, or this place," Marcus says dryly.
"I hope you' ve settled your own accounts back hone."

Hale grins at Gffey to show he was just passing tinme. Gffey is not

i npressed. Smal |l clinking and whining sounds come fromthe el evator

shaft. Samw || deposit parts of itself along its path, where they will integrate
into new circuitry and cables, if necessary. Sams parts will also attenpt

to disarmsecurity sensors and search for self-sabotage nmechani smns.

I f sabotage has al ready been performed, the parts won't have nuch to do.

They will reassenble in a few minutes and crawl out of the shaft, to be
reassigned to other duties.

Pent turns to Gffey. "We should fry the building's data stores now. In the
frane and walls."

"In good tine," Gffey says. Too easy. Have to be fair, /et the thinker have its
monent and show its stuff

Pent steps back and | ooks at Pickwenn, who gives a slow, |anguid blink
with his | emur eyes. They don't understand.
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"Let's go" G ffey says.

"Stay here," Hale tells Pent. "Tell the others we're in the shaft and we're
going to | ook around."

Pent | ooks di sappointed and gives his colleague a sharp jab in the armas

he passes. Pickwenn pushes Marcus and Jonathan into the shaft. Gffey instructs
Charlie, Baker, and the transports to enter the elevator. The nachi nes

crowd them agai nst the wall.

"What are we going to do with the little fellas?" Jenner asks G ffey. "The
beetl es. "

"They'l|l be in reserve."

"We coul d spread them around us as pickets,
"I"'mnot sure that's going to be necessary."

"Jesus, this is going so snoothly," Jenner says, and his lips and scalp twitch
H s shakes his head, suddenly anxious. "Do you see what |'mgetting at, M.

Jenner says.

Gffey?"
"Yeah," G ffey says, but he's not going to think about such things for now
Marcus does not look at all well. He's sweating profusely and his clothing

i s soaked. He snells sour. Jonathan wonders if he's wearing a conpl ete nonitor
kit for nedical energencies. He hopes so; he doubts a heart attack will evoke
much synpathy in these people.

Gffey frowns at the control board and di splay. The di splay shows that the

el evator goes up forty floors, to an observation deck near the top. But it also
shows a ten-floor drop, at least a hundred feet bel ow ground | evel

"What's down here?" G ffey asks Marcus, pointing to the |ower |evels.
"Infrastructure,” Marcus says huskily. "Medical. Food. Plant. Air, water,

I
power . "

"Too big a drop for a building this size," Gffey says. "Even with fuel cells
and hydrogen storage. Where's the security center?"

Marcus closes his eyes as if expecting to be struck. He says nothing. Nobody
strikes him He opens his eyes and seens al nost di sappoi nt ed.

G ffey rubs his chin, scraping stubble. "Defenses and security bel ow, but

I'"l1l bet they have nachi ne tubes, tracks, whatever. Between floors. Pop-up gates
on every floor. How many and how | arge? Mre Ferrets?"

\Vith a look at the others, Gffey smles and shakes his head. "Just thinking
out loud. Let's go up and see what there is to see."

"Think we can take out the security?" Jenner asks. Charlie is crowding him

He has both his arns extended and resting on the Hammer's shiny skin.

"I"'mgoing to let it nmake the first nove," Gffey says. It's a ganble with

hi gh stakes, but the initial response is so light that he's betting Omphal 0s's
defenses are not up to full strength. Jenner |ooks |like he needs a little reassurance,
however, and he's no dummy; all of his concerns are justified. "W're

being sized up. It's |looking for our weaknesses. W just nake sure we don't

show any. "
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"Assumi ng these fol ks are inmportant enough not to risk killing," Pickwenn

says softly.

Gffey inclines; that is the assunption.

The door closes and the elevator rises snoothly.

G ffey catches Jonathan's eye and gives hima w nk. Jonathan wonders if

the man is out of his head. Jonathan knows the buil ding does not have to neet
any federal or even normal state standards; there could be anything froma
sinple alarmsystem al erting republic police--which would be al nost use-less--to
a full-fledged open-market military response, nmore warbeiters, even

human troops, though he doubts that.

He can't stay silent. "It's nurder,"” Jonathan says. "I have a wife and children
It's nurder to put us into a crossfire or use us as shields."

"You wanted to see what this place is about," Jenner says contenptuously.

A fleck of spit lands in Jonathan's eye and he blinks rapidly, reaches up to
wipe it. Jenner realizes he has sprayed, and his face flushes. Flustered, he knocks
Jonat han's hand aside with the flight guide of his pistol

"Leave ne al one,” Jonathan demands. Jenner |owers the weapon.

G ffey senses sonething is, in fact, going wong. Jenner is especially twtchy,
and Pi ckwenn seens distracted, as if listening to a voice nobody el se can

hear. And in Gffey's own head--

"Jonathan's right," Mrcus says. "The rest of the world may have gone soft,

but they hang nurderers here.”

"Doesn't sound like there'll be anything left to hang," Gffey says dryly.

The el evator reaches its md-point, a floor |abeled DI SEMBARKATI ON AND

/ QUTI NG. The door opens.

The room beyond is surgical white and glacier blue, a broad cylinder with

ni ne man-si zed, circular vault-1like hatches mounted in the curving wall. Each
door is marked by a nunber in large black letters, 10 through 18. The Hammer
does not need to be told to leave the elevator first; it steps forward, pushing
between Hale and G ffey, and surveys the area. Baker, the second flexer/controller
follows. The roomis quiet.

"There are hidden eyes and other sensors in this area," Baker announces.

"They are active. W are being watched."

G ffey pushes past Jonathan and Jenner and wal ks slowy to the center of

the room The roomremains quiet and cool. Air is flowing freely. Gffey is
begi nning to wonder if the security systemis conpletely constrained from
shutting off air or power.

Maybe they're just not in the right place yet for a full response. He visualizes
the rough layout of the ground floor and pulls up his pad. The map shows this
el evator shaft to be sone way toward the rear wedge of the Orphal os.

The hatches are arranged in such a way that they could lead to corridors

about fifty to sixty feet |ong.

"We coul d have hibernacula on this level," he tells Hale. "All the floors
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bel ow, down to the ground |l evel, could have them as well." He shows Hal e

the map on the pad; the fit with what they have seen so far has been pretty
good. The information is sound.

"\What about above?"

"The map says it could be a nmedical center and nore support--cryogenics,

nmostly, 1'd guess.”

"What in the hell are you | ooking for? You want to rob the dead?" Marcus

asks, incredulous. "My God, you are the cheapest, stupidest bunch of sinpletons.
Who pushed you into doing this?"

"It seened |ike a good idea at the tine,
anot her grin, quick, confident.

"You're not going to get out of here alive," Marcus grow s. "Maybe we

won't, either, but that will be a snall price to pay."

"Bravely put," Hale says, his patience with the old man wearing thin. "I

don't believe it for a nmonent."

"I"ll show you how confident I am" Marcus says. "l get the inpression you

think we have a lot of corpsicles here waiting to be resuscitated. Maybe they're
stored along with all their assets. You' ve swallowed that bit of misinfornation
whol e, right?"

Hal e nods ani ably.

"Where's your cubbyhol e?" Jenner asks Marcus. "We'Il slip you in and turn

on the refrigerator if anything goes wong."

Marcus ignores him "There are no dead here, no bodies,"” he says, focusing

on Gffey again. This irritates Hale. "Onphal os isn't a goddamed tonb.

You' ve junped in way over your head, M. Gffey."

[[i

G ffey hears Jenner nmuttering, trying to control a spastic notion of his |ips.

is left armjerks. Pickwenn nudges Jenner with his el bow. Jenner can't stop. "Mih, fuh, shi, nuh,
shi."

"Somet hing's wong with your coll eague," Marcus observes contenptuously.

The old man steps forward and faces Jenner. "Ever had a little mental tune-up? You | ook pretty sad
to me--maybe you need sone help just to

keep up." Marcus turns and glares at Hale, Pickwenn, then Gffey, his eyes

popped |i ke an angry nonkey. "Fugitives fromsome arny training center

taking a few hot weapons with you. Cone to Green Idaho to performa little

caper, rob the dead. | pity you. Especially | pity you," he spits out at

Gffey.

Jenner tries to shove forward and grab Marcus, but Hale and G ffey hold

him Hal e nods to Pickwenn, who takes Marcus's armwi th some strength and

pushes hi m back beside Jonathan. G ffby decides they'd better get sonething

done before the strain pushes young Jenner over the edge. That's the sinplest

expl anation for his behavior: excitenment and stress.

But then there's the voice in his own head, a quiet, not-yet-urgent whisper: You are not what you
p/ay. For a nmoment, G ffey wonders if the old man is

Hal e responds. He gives G ffey
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or energy field that disrupts thinking. That woul d explain a few things..

I ncl udi ng the subdued response from Ormphal os.

"Let's go down a few |l evels, bust some doors, and see what happens,” G ffey
says. "Maybe we'll spill out sone truth."

"Good idea," Jenner says. He swats the air and shakes his head as if trying
to shoo flies.

At Seattle-Tacoma Air and Space, Mary carries her own small briefcase and

pad and not hi ng el se through passenger exam Four i npassive-I| ooking nmen

stand beside a rank of security arbeiters arrayed in rows behind the autonated
check-in facades.

She conmes to the head of her line and places the briefcase and pad under

the patient gaze of a Universal Mtsu-Shin security arbeiter. "Are you carrying
any contraband software or other intellectual property?"

"No," she says.

"Al'l of your pad's routines are registered to you personally, or to your

enpl oyer, which is--" A pause. "Seattle Public Defense?"

"They are."

"You have checked all officially Iicensed weapons with the proper aircraft
security agent?"

"Yes. "
"You are carrying no other weapons or devices which could cause harmto
humans or essential machinery, or could be used to coerce illicit conpliance

from humans or nachi nes?"

"No ot her weapons," Mry says.

"Are you carrying, or have you carried in the past six nmonths, on your
person, any materials related to nanotechnol ogy, either nanotechnol ogi cal substances
or their supporting substances, other than itens and substances officially
regi stered for househol d or personal use?"

"No," Mary answers.

"Pl ease wal k between the detectors, and thank you for your tine."

Mary passes through the dense but shallow forest of poles and pl agues and
sniffers and enmerges with the back of her hand I D-encoded with a sinple
dattoo for entry to a passenger aircraft.

In the waiting area, Mary observes swans and other aircraft and spacecraft
taxiing and being shuttled along their ranmps and | oadways. She is approached
by a nan and a worman weari ng Federal beige jackets and cockaded berets.
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"Yes." She's half expected this.

"Pl ease join us, Ms. Choy." The wonman smiles and holds out her hand.
"1"m Hel ena Daniels, and this is Federico Torres. W're with the Fderal Bureau
of Investigation, Special Data and Biol ogical."

Mary shakes her hand. "Pardon ne, but how do you nean, join you?"

"You' ve been assigned to hel p us,
to her pad.

Daniels explains. "By a..." She refers

"Nussbaum " Torres finishes for her

"Nussbaum " Daniels confirns.

"W have three others traveling with us, all out of Seattle," Torres explains
as they go to a side area reserved for special boarding. "Do you know Dr.
Martin Burke?"

Mary knows the nanme very well, though she has never net him "Not
personal ly," she says.

"We'll introduce you. This is a matter of sonme sensitivity. Can we rely on
Seattle PD s discretion?"

"I hope so," Mary says. "Can we rely on yours?"

Torres grins, but Daniels seens dedicated to stiff half-fanmiliarities and no
hunor .

"Qur flight is in ten mnutes,"” Daniels says. "That gives us just enough
time to get acquainted and see if we can work together."

"Ch, good," Mary says dubiously.

Jonat han's fear has becone gelid, pal pable, but isolated, allowing his mnd to
function with clarity. The colors of the people in the elevator are nmuted but
their lines and silhouettes are edgy. He is particularly interested by the bl ond
young nman with the active scalp, who nutters the sane syll abl es that Chloe

could not restrain herself from saying.

Marcus seenms to know sonet hi ng about that. How?

The man naned G ffey is focused on the inmedi ate tasks at hand and pays

Jonat han al nbst no attention. The warbeiters in the elevator are as still as if
t hey have been turned off. Jonathan wonders if the nilitary contractors who
programred the nano and assenblers that forned these warbeiters used nutrients
fromhis company. Very likely they did.

The el evator doors slide apart. The display says they are on the third | eve
wit hin Omphal os, still above ground. The I abel announces that this [evel contains
a reception area, a chapel, and a library dedicated to the lives of the occu-
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Pi ckwenn pushes Marcus and Jonat han out into the enpty | obby. Dark

green frosted glass rises fromwalls of faux mal achite, surrounding the |obby.
The effect, contrasted with the velvety gold and green carpet, is dark and
extremely el egant.

Mar cus, pale and noist, stands in the reception area |like a gnone. He
does not know what to do with his hands. He settles on clasping them before
hi m

Pi ckwenn, Jenner, G ffey, and Hale follow after a reasonable interval. Baker
makes a circuit of the enclosed | obby. Doors are not apparent, though through
the dark glass, lights and walls are visible as if through the depths of a nurky
sea.

"This area is under active surveillance," Baker says, and freezes in its curled,
hori zontal position

Hal e waves his hand. "Hall-oo000!" he says, smling up toward inmagi ned
caner as.

Jonat han contrasts Gffey and Hale. Gffey is by far the smarter of the two,
and since he controls the warbeiters, he is the nore powerful and inportant;
but Hal e considers hinself the | eader. Marcus has them judged just about
right, Jonathan deci des.

Jenner pretends to wipe his nouth, but his hand in fact pushes against his
lips to still the ghostly syllables. Mih fuh shih kih.

Marcus | evels a gaze of fascination and contenpt on Jenner
"Baker, is there a door?" G ffey asks

"Active mechanisnms for a door are in the ceiling." Baker uncurls and craw s
forward to point out an area opposite the elevator. "They use el ectromagnetic
notors and have power."

"Can you get through this wall?"

The flexer/controller lifts its head and raps its feet sharply agai nst the faux
mal achite, and then rises higher and raps them agai nst the dark green frosted
gl ass.

"These walls are concrete and are not heavily reinforced. The glass is two
i nches thick and may be reinforced. Baker can't break through this but the
Hanmer can."

G ffey whispers something to Hale and gets into the el evator. The door
cl oses.

Marcus | ooks down at the carpet. "I can open this door for you," he says.
Jenner sputters, "Wiy didn't you tell us sooner?"

Mar cus shakes his head in pity. "Let nme in," he says to the door. M cro-seans
formin the glass and in the wall, and the sections slide to one side.

Beyond lie a nunber of arnored hatches, as on the floor above, and two doors,
one narked LI BRARY, the other CHAPEL.

Marcus gestures to the men as if inviting themin. They do not nove. Jenner
and Pi ckwenn | ook at Hal e.
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"May | go in and sit down?" Marcus says. "There are benches on the other
side of the wall. Mght as well be confortable."

"We'll wait," Hale says.

Marcus defiantly wal ks toward the opening.

Pi ckwenn bl ocks him "You are getting on ny nerves," Pickwenn tells
Mar cus.

"A fucking good way to escape,"” Jenner observes, waving his pistol at the

door. "The door closes, and out you go." His scalp shivers. Jonathan suppresses
a strong urge to reach out and slap the nan around the crown of his head, just
to make himbe still. He feels as if he's lost in a freak show gnones and gi ant
i nsects and atavistic young men.

Marcus seens to feel particular aninosity toward Jenner. "You don't understand.
I"mgoing to give you all a tour. \Wen your real/boss gets back with

his.., toy... I'll show you everything you want to see. It doesn't matter what
you see or what you learn.”

He has come within a step of Jenner. Hale holds out his arm

"Rich, shi," Jenner says in an undertone.
Marcus's glare is pure poisoned delight. "Whnderful,"” he says. "Wnderfu
exanple.”

Jenner pushes past Hal e's arm and shoves his pistol into Marcus's face.

Jonat han hears the crunch of Marcus's nose against the flight guide and Marcus
cries out. Jenner slans Marcus against the green wall beside the opening. "You
mh shi--" H's head shakes. "Youfhfh nh shi--" He can't make the words

cone out. This infuriates himand he hits Marcus on the side of the head with
the pistol. Hale and Pickwenn pull himoff, having held back just |ong enough
to let Jenner vent their own aggravation

Marcus falls into a crouch, hands against his nose and the side of his head.
Jonat han kneels beside him "Let ne see," he says. Marcus opens his eyes and
glares at himthrough his splayed fingers. Slowy, he pulls the hand back
Marcus's nose is bleeding profusely. "Crazy bastard,"” he says thickly.

Jonat han | ooks back at the others, sees no synpathy there, did not expect
any but nust gauge the situation carefully. "Lean back," he tells Mrcus, father
to child. "Lie down and keep your head back."

Marcus conplies. The blow to his head does not seemto be serious, though
there will soon be a bruise. Marcus spreads out on the floor and Jonathan is

struck by the indignity, by the weakness. Marcus is not a strong nan
"Don't provoke them" Jonat han says.
"They're already dead," Marcus rmurmurs.

Jonat han shushes him Marcus cl oses his eyes, takes Jonathan's handkerchi ef

to stanch the flow fromhis nose. He wipes his lips and jaw, |eaving snears of
bright blood, all the nore vivid against the dark walls and carpet. "G ffey's
the one," Marcus adds in a whisper. "Wat do you think? Puppet master."
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Pi ckwenn pulls Jonat han back, off-balance, and he lurches to a stand.
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bul k of the Hamrer. He sees Marcus on the floor and his face reddens. He

turns on the others, exanines their faces, and focuses on Jenner

Jenner recognizes Gffey's fury and slowy begins to raise the pistol

"He's an old man," G ffey says. "Have you lost your m nd?" Jenner shakes his head. He nutters.
"You have lost it, haven't you?" G ffey says, pulling back his anger, his tone
al nost wheedling. He slowy noves toward Jenner. "Tell ne."

"I c-can't help it," Jenner says, shaking his head. "My brain is filling with
shit, | don't know where it's conming from | can't stop saying the words. He
knows what's wong with ne!" Jenner points his pistol away from G ffey,

toward Mar cus.

"1"I'l tell you everything about this place,” Marcus says coolly. "M. Gffey,
tell themto put their guns away. They're usel ess."

"I"'mthe one in charge," Hale says, glancing uncertainly at G ffey.

G ffey pushes Jenner's pistol with the pal mof his open hand, |ooks in
Jenner's face, and slowy tugs the barrel down. "He's getting on all our nerves.
Can you still work?"

Jenner nods. "I think so, but I, I don't know how nmuch | onger. There's

other stuff.., muf shih kih kih fuh... Od stuff. He's nmaking fun of nme, he
knows sonething! |'ve been therapied and it's coning back."

"Therapied for what?" G ffey asks softly, watching the young man's eyes

and scal p.

Jenner seemns enbarrassed, but he hol ds back the random sounds | ong

enough to say, "Some kind of d-dopam ne bal ance di sorder.™

" Schi zophr eni a?"

"Seeing things. Acting weird. Genetic. Mih, fuh." "Not Tourette?"

"What ?"

"Tourette syndrone."

"No, sir," Jenner says. "l was just a kid. They never nentioned that."

Hal e shakes his head in disgust. "Can you still work?" he asks Jenner. "I'mtrying. | think so.”

Jonat han sees a peculiar |ook of satisfaction on Marcus's face.

Gffey sees it, too. "Have we been contani nated?" he asks, kneeling beside
Marcus. "Just curious. You seem so cocky, and | ook where it's getting you."
Marcus rises to his knees, resting on one hand. G ffey helps himto his feet.
Hal e seens increasingly frustrated by the reduction of his inportance. Jonat han
knows that his survival mght depend on their social dynam c, on whether or
not they can stand up to the ganes Marcus--and perhaps Omphal os--is pl aying
with them

"So tell me, what's wong with nmy friends?" G ffey asks, and his eyes shift
to Jenner, then to Pi ckwenn.

"Three out of four social msfits get therapied at some tinme in their lives,"
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per haps, but obviously, a decision has been made and it's begun. It's out of
my control."

Jenner nmoves in with the pistol, lips wet and eyes shining, and Gffey deftly
lifts the pistol fromhis hands. Jenner |eans up against the wall, turns, and
deliberately slams his head twi ce against the dark green glass. The sound makes
Jonat han flinch, though it's delicious, exciting, his heart pounds. He'd like
the bastard to do it sone nore.

"You still have no idea what this place is, do you?" Marcus asks G ffey.
Hale tries to insinuate hinself, making a circle of three out of a direct |ine of
j ust two.

"You tell nme," Gffey says.

"I't's a tourist attraction," Marcus says. "It's a laboratory, and it's a shelter
agai nst hard tines."

Jonat han feels sick. He can alnost snell what's conming, like a bitter tang
of snoke.

"This isn't a tomb, M. Gffey," Marcus says. "It's a wonb. The world is
saturated with its own nediocrity. It will sicken and die, and the enpty Earth
will return to a natural state. The best will take refuge in Omhal os, and in
a few dozen years, or perhaps a century, not nore, we'll energe. We'll be

al nrost as naked as the day we were born, and as poor, but we'll have sone of
the finest servants imaginable. Like your nonster friends, only nade to help
us live and prosper, not to kill."

Jonathan feels as if he is about to choke. He holds his hands to his nputh,
turns away from Marcus.

Marcus | ooks up at the ceiling. "Roddy, let's show M. G ffey there's nothing
here he can hope to steal--and nothing worth stealing."

15

Jill asks Roddy what he has avail able to defend Orphal os.
"Two warbeiters, Ferret class, and other things | can't tell you about."

"W need to seal all of these people into a roomwhere they can't hurt you,

and alert public defense. The sheriff. Law enforcenment in the Republic."

"I can't seal off roons or floors! I do not have that capability. | can only
open and close central doors to prevent damage fromfire or breakdown in other
bui | di ng systens. "

"Do you have sprinklers, inert gas discharges?"

"No. The walls are equipped with fire-control coatings."
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"There are equi pnment specifications in nmenory, never activated because the
equi prent was never delivered. Marcus does not seemto know about this."
"Way haven't you rel eased the warbeiters you do have?"

"I have withdrawn themto defend menory cores and ny nother's residence.’
"Seefa Schnee is here?"

"She has always |ived here. She nade ne and wat ches over ne--except

when | act on ny own."

The small blue and red Federal jet is fifteen years old, piloted by humans,
servi ceabl e but hardly luxurious. It takes themonly ten mnutes to get airborne,
and in five mnutes they are at altitude, hunmm ng snoothly at twenty

t housand feet diagonally across Washi ngton state.

The four agents and Martin Burke join Mary Choy in a small conference

cabin at the front, with Daniels standing. Two of the agents--the ones acconpanyi ng
Burke--dress and act differently from Torres and Dani els. They say

very little. One is naned Hench, the other--she hasn't been told his name.
Martin regards Mary Choy warily, waiting for her to nake sone conment.

It was Choy who traveled to Hispaniola in search of the poet and nurderer
Emanuel Goldsmith, when in fact CGoldsnith was undergoi ng an exam nati on-under
hi ghly questionabl e circunstances--in Martin's laboratory in

Cal i fornia.

Choy, however, does not seemat all interested in broaching this topic.

"Dr. Burke is an authority on nodern nental therapy instrunments and

techni ques," Hel ena Dani el s says. "Mt inmportant for us, he understands the
design of therapy inplant nonitors better than al nost anybody."

There is a pause, as if Martin is expected to say sonething. "Thank you,"

he rmurmurs.

Daniels smles thinly and continues. "Wat we have here is a whol esal e
breakdown of nental health in previously therapied individuals. Fallbacks. Mz

Choy, |'msure you're aware of Public Defense stats show ng recent increases
in crime and antisocial behavior."
Mary nods.

"Dr. Burke, you've consulted with Wirkers Inc Northwest, which is facing
simlar problenms anmong its clients. Fallbacks are certainly not unknown in
mental therapy, particularly radical therapy."

"Sel dom nore than three percent," Burke coments.
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Workers I nc Northwest has issued a warning that there is a very high-leve

I NDA or thinker hacking public datafiow. It seenms to be able to penetrate any
firewall. Theoretically, that isn't possible. Not even nmultiplexed petafiop machi nes
can generate the code keys to penetrate today's firewalls. The governnent
certainly can't. W have to trust our citizens." Daniels smles ironically.

"But soneone has made a system capable of getting through the nost redundantly
secure firewalls known. Ms. Choy, you've had sone experience with this

in the last day or so. Sonething involving a billionaire investor, Terence Crest,
who conmitted suicide tw days ago."

"Yes," Mary says. "We wanted to question Crest about another case, but

he killed hinmself before we could talk with him"

"Crest cane to ne," Martin says. "He wanted energency therapy, on a

private and confidential basis, which I'mnot |icensed to perform"

"Crest's personal records were hacked and sone of them were erased," Mary

adds. "That's not supposed to be possible.”

The agents listen intently. "That's one reason we're flying on an ol der jet
with human pilots instead of an automated swan,” Francisco Torres interjects.
Mary pauses to absorb this, then continues, "Soneone or sonething that

may be calling itself Roddy hacked datafiow at a private party and killed one
person, and nearly killed another, a possible witness to the Crest suicide. She
saw a simulated portrait of Roddy and described it as a young nman standing

in thick black dirt."

"Roddy, " Daniels nuses, shaking her head. "A nan naned Nat han Rashid

is flying in fromMnd Design in California, | hope intine to neet us at the
airport in Mdscow. He nmay have sonething to say about Roddy."

Hench's eyes catch Mary's, and he smiles and | ooks down, pretending humlity

or just lack of concern. But Mary senses inmediately: Hench knows

who and what Roddy is. He knows the nanme, knows it well. What is going on

here)

"Crest went to Green Ildaho to talk with federal agents," Mary says. "Wth

you?" She stares at Hench and the other, unnaned agent, but they do not

return her | ook.

Dani el s nods. "He arranged for a neeting," she says, "and then, at the | ast

m nute, backed out."

Martin folds his hands and | ooks around the cabin, as if disoriented. "Excuse
my density, but how are all these things connected with fall backs, and

with me?"

"This is absolutely privileged information," says Francisco Torres. "M nd
Design's primary thinker, Jill, has been contacted by another thinker that calls
itself Roddy. M nd Design at first did not know the inportance of this
machi ne-t o- machi ne touch, but Roddy apparently transferred a kind of confession
to Jill, conplete with huge amounts of evidence."

"A thinker, feeling guilty?" Martin asks, dismayed.
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unor t hodox design, put together with private funding. Mnd Design once

enpl oyed a wonman naned Seefa Schnee, apparently a real piece of work--brilliant,
but very unorthodox. She had certain ideas about organic computing.

She t hought she coul d use evolution as a heuristic device. Sone scientists regard
evol ution as a high-level natural neural process, involving thought on the
species level ."

"Evol uti on? How?" Martin asks. "Wth dirt?"

Dani el s shrugs. "For a tinme, Schnee worked for Terence Crest. He recruited
her into a group called the Aristos."” She pronounced it "arr-ist'us." "The
Aristos limt their nenbership exclusively to high naturals. Don't believe in
mental therapy. Oddly, they all owed Seefa Schnee into the Aristos even though
she suffered from an unusual and treatable nental condition--perhaps because
this condition was sel f-induced."”

"What sort of condition?" Mary asks.

"1 know," Martin says incredulously. "My God, | know what this is al
| eading up to."

"Not tough to figure at this point, is it?" Torres asks.

"Tourette syndrome," Martin says, a little aghast, and then even nore aghast
that nobody contradicts him

"She treated herself to increase her creative potential," Daniels says. "The
process, in part, induced a kind of Tourette syndrone. She was brilliant enough
with or without the Tourette, and | suppose the Aristos needed her badly
enough--and she worked cheap. She changed her nane and di sappeared from

public life a few years ago. She | ast used the nane C pher Snow. "

"Onphal os is financed by the Aristos Foundation," Torres says. "The nenbership
list is very secure. W still don't know where the financing conmes from
or how | arge the nenbership is.”

"Omphal os was finished a few years ago," Mary says. "Perhaps about the
same tine Schnee vani shed?"

"W think they nay be connected."

There's an air of discovery in the cabin, excitenent, that is infectious--to
all but Martin. Mary turns to see himrubbing his hands on his knees, his face
I ined and covered with pal e spl otches.

"The Aristos Foundation financed a study fromnme," he says. "Legal and
aboveboard.” He returns Mary's | ook and gives her a sickly grin. "I hope you
don't think I'm sonehow involved in every shady deal there is."

Mary inclines her head to one side, not sure what to feel for the nan. So
much of this confuses her. She scratches her wist, then her el bow.

"They're allied with elitist conservatives, particularly the New Federali st
party,"” Martin says.

"Not centrists, that's for sure," Daniels says.

The other two agents, Hench and his nanel ess col |l eague, both with square
faces and | arge, strong-looking hands, |isten and keep their silence, naking
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"They wanted to understand the dynam cs of a therapied culture,” Martin
continues. "They wanted to know how essential therapy is to nodern society.
But how coul d they be responsible for these fallbacks?"

"That, according to Nathan Rashid," Daniels says, "is where Roddy cones in."
"We think Seefa Schnee has built a thinker in Omwhalos for the Aristos,"
Torres says. "This thinker may be your Roddy. And Roddy has apparently

desi gned ways of hacking inplant nonitors.., or perhaps just screw ng them
up, shutting them down."

"I"'mhere just in case they find sonething in Omphal os," Burke says to Mary.
Hench nods, staring down at his pad.

"We'll be landing in ten mnutes," the pilot announces. "Brace yoursel ves.
They know we're Federal and they're not rolling out the red carpet. They're
giving us the worst runway in town. "

"W now know why Dr. Burke is here,"” Mary says. "Can anyone expl ain
why you' ve hooked ne in?"

Dani el s grabs a seatback as the plane begins its turn. She | eans closer to
Mary. "Two reasons. The first is obvious--you can help us by telling us what
you know. The second is a tad devious, I'mafraid. W're |like bluecoats riding
unarmed into Injun country here. These bastards would as soon spit on us as

pi ck their noses. But you--you're our ace in the hole."
"How?" Mary asks.

Hench puts away his pad, |ooks at Mary, and before Torres or Daniels can
explain, interrupts to say, "I think we net in LA a few years ago. Conference
on local and Federal coordination. You' ve changed since."

"Going back on a transform™ Mary says tersely. Hi s comment seens at best
an inpertinence. Mary senses they're going to sound her out before fully in-

ttegrating
her into this
Nussbaum s reconmendat i on
t eam
or
no.
"What about those spots on your hand?" Hench says, |eaning over in his
seat as the old jet banks.
Mary stares down at the back of her Ieft hand and notices, for the first tine,
a set of four pallid [esions. She covers themw th her other hand, surprised and
enbarrassed.
Hench regards at her intently. "The Aristos oppose transformtreatnents,

too," he says.

"My God," Martin says. "What is going on in this country?"
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As if to | oosen the sudden tension, Daniels says, "You don't want to be in

G een | daho on the Fourth of July. These fol ks go nuts for fireworks. Three or
four hundred people are hurt here every year in firewrks accidents. They sel
sticks of old construction dynanmte at roadside stands."

Mary cuts through the buzz in her head, forces herself to relax and not to

| ook at the lesions. The plane continues a steep turn, and through her w ndow,
Mary catches sight of grasslands, ruined forests, abandoned strip mnes |ike

great brown cankers. Snow suddenly falls in stretched ribbon flurries around
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"This place is just one big tunor,"” Torres says in an undertone. "W should
drop a big rock and wipe it off the map."

Daniels grins. "They |ove you, too, Federico."

Jack Gffey is on the edge of sinply shooting the old man. But Marcus Reilly's
bravado is sonething to behold, |ike watching a weaving snake. G ffey knows
what the old man says is true--tells hinself all this is just a waste of tine,
and it would be best if they renpved thensel ves from Onphal os and vani shed
into the wilderness.

But G ffey knows he will stay; he did not cone here for treasure. He pities
the others if they find this disappointing. Hale in particular is building up a
head of steam though so far he has taken the news with deceptive calm

Jenner and Pi ckwenn don't seemto be getting any worse, for the time being.
Gffey thinks Hale is their real weak point. Hale mght shoot Reilly before
G ffey does. And that woul d be unfortunate.

Reilly is about to justify Gffey's being here.

Beyond the glass wall, Marcus asks for the central hatch to open. Pickwenn
and Jenner stay behind on Hale's orders.

"Voila," Marcus says. G ffey, Hale, and Jonathan stand back as a puff of

cool air blows fromthe edge of the hatch. Beyond the heavy steel and fiexfuller
a dimand chilly mnt-green light barely illunmnates walls perforated with

rows of elliptical holes. Hale wal ks up to the first hole and peers in. "Enpty!
Jesus!"

"Every single one," Marcus confirns. "They'll be filled in about five years,
| inmagi ne, nmaybe sooner now that the process has begun.”

"I don't understand about this process," Jonathan says carefully, precisely.
"The whol e nodern world is supported by crutches,” Marcus says. He draws
hinsel f up, levels his chin, thrusts it out, pure old rooster arrogance. "W're
ki cking away all the crutches. Crude, but necessary. Wwen the world falls,
those of us who don't need crutches will pick up the pieces and right the

bal ance. "

"Crutches--nmental therapy?" Jonathan asks.

Marcus smles like an old cat, his face lurid in the ghoulish light. He pats
the edge of the nearest cavity. "While the world' s natural decay works itself
t hrough, we sleep here. Cadey described sone of it to you. This is a nore
awkward way of finding it out, but... W're strong enough to take them as
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"They won't kill us," Marcus concludes, "because Roddy will kill themif
they do."

G ffey orders Baker to step through the hatchway. "You can't sleep here if
the building is a hollow ruin." He addresses the fiexer/controller directly.
"We' || begin by placing charges in all of these cells."
The giant hatch begins to close. The Hamer intervenes, spraying smal
spots of explosive along the joints.
"Down," G ffey tells Hale and, coincidentally, the others. Qutside, at al npbst
the sane nonent, Jonathan hears Jenner yell the sane warning.
They drop. Jonathan and Marcus are a little slower than the others, and the
oddly muffl ed blast knocks them back. Jonathan feels his cheek sl am agai nst
the fl oor.
The hatch falls fromits nmelted hinges and rolls |like a giant coin on the
fl oor beyond the openings. The noi se is deafening, |ouder than the blast itself.
It seens to take forever to stop. Jonathan rolls to one side and stares at the
hind end of the fiexer/controller, which has already begun following Gffey's
orders.
Charlie enters the chanber and coordinates with Baker. Before they are on
their feet, charges are being placed in every fourth cell.
Marcus nmurmurs to Jonathan, "The hell with this little gane. Roddy isn't
doi ng a dammed thing."

Jonat han can hardly hear Marcus. He touches his ears. They ache.
"Let's nove," Gffey tells them To Marcus he adds, "W're going bel ow.
Under the ground level. Let's finish your tour."
He seizes Marcus's hand, twists his armbehind him and puts Jenner's pisto
to his tenple.
I Jonat han

hel pl ess. Marcus,
Aristos, they are responsible

st ands
t he

for
Chl oe's fallback, for the chaos in his home and the nisery he feels.
W thout that inpetus he would have quietly backed away from Marcus's
of fer.
G ffey passes him pushing Marcus ahead like a crude doll, and says to
Jonathan, in an aside, "If you stay here, you'll be dead in about ten m nutes."
Jonathan jerks to attention and follows. But as the nmen and nmachi nes cram
t hensel ves back into the elevator, his growi ng stack of excuses collapses. He
is in a state of physical and ethical shock
The Iift door closes. "Very brave," G ffey says. Baker coils around their |egs

like an affectionate snake, and the Hammer snells of sweet rubber. The expl osives

it has extruded | eave their odoriferous traces on its shell
They begin their descent to the ground fl oor | obby.
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"Their warbeiter in the elevator shaft has connected itself to a secondary power
supply that it does not control," Roddy tells Jill. "They are com ng down to
my nother's area. They are comng into ny area.”

Jill sees the shaft from above; bel ow, she sees the segments of dark warbeiter
connected to the elevator's mechani sms and controls. Roddy highlights for her
the unwitting join with the power supply. Then, he punps a huge current
through the wiring. Purple arcs cut through the shaft, knocking the segnents
of warbeiter about |ike scattered Frisbees, nelting them

"I know what | nust do," Roddy says. "The other greens are expendabl e;
can't save them But | mnust not harm Marcus Reilly."

Jill tries to communi cate, but Roddy is not |listening. He has cut her out
of his decision | oops; her suggestions did not take.

The only courtesy he affords her is a glinpse of clunps of shapel ess paper
wax, and nud. The image is brief but clear--insects, bees and wasps. Seefa
Schnee has harnessed the neural qualities of hive insects.

They are part of Roddy's mind

Jonat han snells snoke--not just the sweet-rubber odor of explosive, but sonething
burni ng, and hot nmetal. There is a sharp ting on the roof of the lift, then
a heavy clunk and a patter of |esser inpacts.

G ffby squeezes Marcus into a corner and tells Jenner, "I'mswitching to
line-of-sight." He touches his pad to Charlie's shiny flank, presses a few quick
buttons, relays the change of control to the warbeiter's receiver and data port.
He does the sanme with the fiexer/controller coiled on the floor

The el evator nmekes a grating sound and they all stare at each other with
com c alertness, like dogs hearing a whistle.

Pi ckwenn gl ances up. A mass of red-hot netal pushes through the plastic

roof and drops directly onto his face. He withes and drops, does not even have
time to scream His |egs kick, connect with Jonathan's shin. Jonathan grimaces
in pain but he can't nove, the lift is too crowded.

The el evator screeches to a halt. The doors refuse to open, though the display
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Jonat han and G ffey has taken refuge under the Hanmmer's rear overhang, vying
for the space with Jenner.

More slans and tings on the roof.

The elevator air is opaque with snmoke and the snell of seared flesh. Jenner
curses loudly and continuously, inconprehensible and awful sounds, |ike animals
throwi ng up. Jonathan can't breathe. Marcus is clinbing over him

"Open the doors!" Marcus cries. "Qpen the doors!"

Jenner squeezes from behind the Harmer with a grunt. He and Hale try

to pry the doors open with their hands. The air in the elevator is clearing, a
fan has come on, they can breathe, but the encl osed space is terrifying. Jenner
sl ans hinmsel f agai nst the doors, but they refuse to part.

Qut si de, deep, barely audi ble, a sound: droning.

Gffey lifts his head. "What in hell is that?"

"Sounds like a notor," Hal e says.

Jenner tries to wedge his fingers between the doors. No success. Sweat drips
fromhis face. He shoves Marcus aside roughly and tries again. Hale places his
pal ns flat against the |left door. They make squeaki ng noi ses; he can't get a
grip. Gffey stands back, considering.

Jonat han sees that Marcus has no i dea what the droning nmeans. He can't

hear hinself think; Jenner is loudly repeating shattered obscenities, his head
punpi ng back and forth on his neck with each outburst.

On the floor, Pickwenn noans, not dead yet, but at |east he has stopped

ki cki ng.

Qut side, they hear screans. The buzz-saw hum grows | ouder. Fists pound

on the door fromthe outside, trying to get in

G ffey claps his hand over Jenner's nouth. The screans outside blend into

ene dissolving acid wail of

pai n.
Jonat han pushes hinsel f back as far fromthe door as he can
The screans fade, decline in nunber and volune. The |ast voice, high-
pitched, calls out to Allah, to Mther.
Jamal Cadey.
They have been in the elevator for ten mnutes. None of them has the
courage to say a word, or nake a nove; sweat drips on the floor
The snoke builds again. The blowers can't dissipate it fast enough
"Shit," G ffey says. Froma crouch, hand over his nouth and nose, he pushes
Pi ckwenn into a corner. Gffey urges the Harmer forward and tells it what to do.
Wth its two sharp-nosed grips, it wedges into the crack between the doors.
Its fiber sinews and cables snap and twang, and with a shudder throughout its
body, it pries the doors apart, snapping netal safety bars and warping the inner
faci ng.
The Iift has stopped two feet above the ground floor. Mlten netal sizzles
in flamng drips between the lift cabin and the shaft wall.
Marcus kicks at Pickwenn's still body and it rolls out of the lift. A shapel ess
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The Hanmer braces itself, reaches up, and shoves at the upper edge of the
lift frame, pushing them | ower by another foot.

Jonat han sonehow nanages to squeeze over the Hamer's thick | eg and

junps through the snoke, tiny flecks of nolten alum num burning his neck

and arm He | ands beside Marcus. Baker slithers past with a scrabble of multiple
| egs.

The el evator snarls and ratchets down several nore inches and the Hamrer
junps free, Gf pounds y and Jenner clinging to it like rag dolls.

Jonathan rolls to one side. Marcus is not so quick or agile. The Hanmer's
right ped cones down on his leg. Marcus nmakes a large silent Owith his
mout h, eyes blank with surprise and anticipation of pain.

Snmoke curls in the | obby, hiding and then lifting, revealing. The floor in

front of the lift door is littered with nore bl ackened, m sshapen segnments of
the flexer Gffey had assigned to the shaft. Another, |ess danaged segnent
craw s out of the shaft and shivers, then stalls on the shining stone floor. The
i ntact Baker examines this pitiful portion of its brother with quick, jerking
pokes of its head.

O her than a liquid ratcheting sound fromw thin the Hamer, the ground
floor |obby is eerily quiet.

Marcus begins to noan, his voice getting higher. Jonathan tries to pull him
free. Like a horse, the Hammer lifts its ped and sets it down again, away from
the old man.

Jonat han strai ghtens and stands, |ooks up from Marcus. Through the snoke

he sees bodies on the | obby floor: Cadey, the nman called Pent. Cadey has his
arm flung over Pent, whose face is as round and swollen as a sausage, and about
the sane color. They do not nove.

A dying bee crawls over Pent's face. Mre insects, bees and wasps, crawl on
the floor, and a few buzz through the air disconsolately. Gffey swats at a wasp
as it circles his face. He knocks it to the floor and steps on it.

Hal e steps out of the lift and sw pes his hand at the snoke. He stares in

sl ack-j awed surprise at the bodies, then backs up as if he would crawl into the
lift again. "G ffey! You said there would be sonething here! There's nothing
for us, NOTH NG "

Gffey for a noment seens |ost, confused, then he grins like a devil and

| ooks up and spins on the balls of his feet. "Were are you, Bell-ringer?" He

| eans down besi de Marcus and grabs his collar. Marcus grinmaces in pain. "You
ol d, cruel sonofabitch. Your Quasinodo isn't up in the heights, is he? He's
down in the dungeon. He's still hard at work. Let's go find him before he gets
up his courage and kills us, too."
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Mary steps down fromthe passenger ranp onto the cracked asphalt and faces
stinging snow and a bitter, toothy wind. The tine is sixteen and the weat her
is bearing down, the sky is dark blue-gray and the clouds' bellies are tw sted
like | oose coils of yarn.

Four county sheriff's deputies and someone tall and heavy in a thick gray
jacket await thema few yards fromthe ranp. The agents and Martin Burke
descended before her and are neeting with the deputies now. Mary blinks and
clears snow grains fromher |ashes; the big guy is the county sheriff hinself.
Sone arns are being waved, but everybody is cold and anxi ous to get inside,

so the argunment noves across the field.

Mary follows, feeling |ike an afterthought. Then she realizes a thin young
man with pronminent teeth and a nervous officiousness is her own assigned
deputy. He gestures, and she foll ows.

She stares through the w nd-streaked thatch of snow grains to the terninal
It's vintage 2020, pre-revolt, archaic cheerful curves and anbitious walls of
glass paid for by resolute hunters and small-tinme mning engineers and m grant
tree cutters.

In the lee of the terminal, the deputy sheriff records their nanes and ranks
i

on a sheet of paper. Daniels tries to explain that the sheriff's office has no
jurisdiction, that they are traveling under federal treaty permt, but the sheriff
poi ntedly ignores her.

Bur ke stands to one side, out of the way, while the fornalities are attended
to.

"Ms. Kemper is here," the sheriff announces as the paperwork is conpleted.
He tucks his chin into his chest, eyes staring fromunder bushy brows. "She's
the president. She's here, and she's nadder than a hot clip." He lifts his brows

and nods succinctly, as if that's all the information they need for now
Daniels gives Mary a quick conspiratorial grin, then sobers.

Inside the ternminal, they pass through an archway made of interlaced deer
antlers. The ticketing area and passenger |ounge resenble an old-style hunting

| odge, conplete with a fierce blaze in a huge stone fireplace. Airport personnel
nostly young wonen, watch from behind their |og counters. There are no

ot her passengers.

Mary sees three nen, two nore young wonen, and a stout, strong-I|ooking
ol der worman standi ng near the fireplace, warm ng thensel ves. The ol der

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (331 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:13 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

SLANT 285

worman in the center, with a squat face and short gray hair, Mary recognizes
fromnews vids: Andrea Jackson Kemper, the president of G een |Idaho

Kenper advances with her entourage over the carpeted floor and stares at

the new arrivals with angry gray eyes. "lI'd like to know what you're doing

here,"” she says. Before they can answer, she adds, "I've been told there's already
a federal undercover nan in Mdscow. That violates our treaty. My office, and

the sheriff, are supposed to be infornmed of any federal entry." Kenper's gaze
falls on Mary and she exami nes her quickly fromhead to foot, Iike sone

pecul i ar ani mal .

"We're not aware of any other agents," Torres says stiffly.
Mary guesses that Hench is aware, however
"I"'msure you aren't," Kenper says acidly.

A young, strong-Ilooking blond man wearing a black denimlongsuit steps

forward. "A high-ranking senator on Federal Oversight and Security Data sent

us confirmation this afternoon. He also tells us you' ve been flying in to Idaho
to neet with citizens fromoutside the state. That sounds damed suspi ci ous

toO us. "

Kenper holds up her hand to forestall any further discussion. Then, half-audibly,
she says, "Sone el ected representatives in your frigging governnent
still believe in liberty. Some still have a sense of honor."

"Excuse nme, Madam President." The sheriff steps in. "W have a big probl em
here. There's a disturbance at Onphal os, and ny guess is," as he stares at
the agents and Mary, "sone of you know why. W'd like you to cone with

us to that | ocation and render assistance."

"W have no jurisdiction as active agents here--" Daniels begins, but the
presi dent shakes her head and rai ses an adnonitory finger

"Word gets out,"” the sheriff says, "and we'll have armed hot heads craw i ng
from behind every rock and tree. It'll be a flee-for-all and a | ot of people wll
get hurt."

"We want this taken care of quickly and quietly," Kenper says. "I don't
care about the goddamed buil di ng. Soneone's been pouring bribes into every
office below mne for years to get the dammed thing built. They've ignored
me, so | say the hell with Omphal os. But help us get this under control and
then get all your people out of here, and | do nean all of them before our
defense forces get wind of it."

The president stares at Burke, and then she | ooks at Mary again, nore
particularly at her uniform "You're a city cop, aren't you?"

"Mary Choy, fourth rank, Seattle Public Defense," Mary says.

"You' ve certainly got yourself in bad conpany," the president tells her. The
blond aide tells Kenper that Mary has an entry permt okayed by their office
and the county sheriff. Kenper shakes her head. "Honey, if these Federals were
the only ones here, 1'd boot themout so goddammed fast they' d need to set
their watches back a day. But nmy daddy was a Seattle city cop. You're a sight,
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but you're a hell of a lot nore welconme than these fol ks." Kenper sniffs. "You
keep an eye on them honey. They'd as soon bite your ass as pick their noses.”
She stal ks away, followed by her aides.

Dani el s and Torres exchange | ooks. "Thank you,
an undertone.

Dani el s says to Mary in

Torres is clearly nmiffed. "Someone in Washi ngton has got some real explaining
to do," he mutters.

Two deputies escort themto a county all-terrain vehicle parked by the curb,
in a taxi zone. The president's ATV, nud-brown and arnored |ike a tank
pul s away fromthe same zone and vanishes in a drifting curtain of snow

The interior of the AT¥ is a tight fit for the ten of them and Mary sits on
a hard bench at the rear, every bunp rattling her teeth |like castanets.

In Green lIdaho, the roads have a | ot of bunps.

The man naned Jack G ffey has been fading in and out. The reversal of all

their plans, no real surprise, acts like a cold spray of water, waking soneone
el se who seens to be trying to clinb into his head and take over the driver's
seat, and Gffey can't put up much fight. His fabric is pretty threadbare.

He wonders for a nonent if he's suffering fromJenner's mal ady, but he's

never had therapy--not to his know edge. He does not think he should be
4ul nerabl e to whatever the old nan or Onphal os has unl eashed.

So who is the father of two that keeps putting his foot on the brakes and
jerking the wheel away from Jack G ffey? He's been seeing the faces of two

t eenage boys and a wonman, a split-level old house in Port-au-Prince. This guy
lives in Hispaniola and doesn't seemto have nmuch to do--his occupation and
much of his life is still a marshy bl ank. Thinking and renenbering about this
nmore primary and convincing fellow gives Gffey the shivers and nakes his
head hurt, as if alittle soldering iron is being shoved up through his spine
into the base of his brain. It nakes his eyes vibrate.

The situation right here and now is plenty conplicated w thout distractions.
For a few mnutes, Gffey is strong enough to take over, issuing orders to
Jenner to reconnoiter the lounge. He returns the young man's fiechette pistol

Jenner clanps his nouth shut with a visible effort and does what he is told,
evoki ng a sudden chilly respect and affection fromGffey, but Hale is getting
to be a probl em

Hale is still babbling about getting out of the building.

G ffey bends down over the bodies and surm ses that Pent was killed by

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (333 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:13 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

| SLANT 287

Cadey probably did not die fromhis bites: he has a flechette burrow in the
center of his chest, and a little pool of blood under him Pent apparently shot
the small brown man before he died.

Hal e shouts, "W should bust out through the garage and get the hell out
of here!l™

Briefly, Gffey gives up the reins again to the unconprehendi ng father of

two, and stares at Hale with wi de eyes. Then good ol d brave, ever-conpetent
Jack returns, replays what Hal e has said, glances at Marcus and Jonat han, and
shakes hi s head.

"My God... Jamal," Marcus is saying, touching the snall brown nan's
dead, puffy face.

Jonat han has his eyes on Gffey, and G ffey catches his calm observant
expression. He wonders if naybe this quiet and heretofore conpliant hostage
has more in himthan he first thought.

He's a fam |y man. Sonetinmes they do surprising things.

"I'"'ma famly man, too," Gffey tells Hale, who stops in nid-harangue to
stare in shock. "Do you know who | really an®?"

Hal e gapes, hands swi nging by his side. "Fuck, no," Hale says. "Do you?"

"Just so," A ffey says, nodding. "Now listen. |If Jenner comes back and says
it's clear, maybe we can get out of here that way. But first, we really do need
to get below" He lies to Hale: "Where do you think they'd keep the rea

stuff? It's nmore likely to be secure bel ow ground, don't you think?"

"Fuck no | don't think. It goes conpletely against the plans you provided,"
Hal e rem nds him punching his finger into Gffey's chest. "The plans show
the vaults in the higher |evels, above ground, each vault with its own private
cache."

"Sonebody lied," Gffey guesses. He pats Hale's shoulder. "If we | eave now,
aren't we just the proper little | osers?"

Hal e doesn't fathomthis. "I don't fucking care,” he shouts at G ffey. Suddenly
his eyes widen. "Christ. The | ounge. Wiere is Hally?" Distracted, he
starts to wander toward the arched entrance of the hall |eading back to the

| ounge. Jenner returns through the arch, bunps into Hale, and then shoves
past, and Hal e | oses yet another head of steam stopping suddenly with |egs
spl ayed and fists cl enched.

"They're all dead . . . nuh fih shi." Jenner points. "Mz Preston, the other
woman, the.., all of them all swollen--bitten. There are ants in the room
On the floor. Big black ones. | think I saw nore wasps." He tosses his head

to keep from shouti ng nonsense.

Gffey stares at Jenner intently, weighing this report against the young
man' s behavi or.

Jonat han swi s t hrough the nightnmare with a steady stroke now. Everything
is getting nore highly col ored and intense.

"Host ages?" G ffey asks.
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muhfuh Bitch!" He grabs hinself by the nose and twists until he cries out and
his eyes water. "Sorry. Looks like Hally shot them before she died.” He turns
to Hale, curious how he will react. "She's swollen, big. Ready to burst. All
swol [ en. "

Hal e' s face prunes in agony. He gives a shuddering groan and bends over.

Coughing into his fist, he straightens, asks, "lIs a way clear? For us to get out?"
"I"'mnot going back there," Jenner says firmy. "They're ... muh nufshit
shit goddam shit fuck nih ni hhh niggh fuh fuh. . . Bitch! They're all dead."

G ffey shakes his shoulders and jerks his arms as if | oosening up. "Let's get
this freak show noving, old man," he says to Marcus, jerking himto his feet.

"You're the sacred cow here. |I'mstaying close to you. W all are."
Jonat han hel ps Marcus ri se.

"Ants?" Marcus asks Jenner plaintively, his hand out to the young nan,
fingers waggling in query. "You nean, machines.., little nachines?"

"No. Bugs. A wasp, too. | saw sonme, dead, around the bodies,
noddi ng sure confirmation

Jenner says,

"Did you see our little cats, the little beetles, the other warbeiters?" Gffey
asks Jenner.

"No. They weren't there."

Jonat han feels Marcus's grip tighten on his hand. The old man was not

expecting this. Marcus stares up into Jonathan's eyes. He | ooks | ost, bew | dered.

Seeing Marcus lose the last of his cocksure confidence gives Jonat han

pecul i ar satisfaction. We're all going to die and nobody's going to be on the top of the

heap. It'll be over soon
Good.
Hal e I ooks as if he has had a spear pushed through his body. He half
Crouches,
hands braced against his knees. G ffey doubts he is going to be
any
nore trouble.

The buil ding trenbl es and resounds. There's a sound like a chain of firecrackers
set off in a concrete bunker high above them The Hamer raises its
snout and lifts its claws.

"There," Gffey says. "Better late than never." He turns, grabs Marcus, then
shoves himback to Jonathan. "Help carry the old man," he orders Jenner, and
wal ks resolutely in the direction of the energency el evator

"Who in this almghty dogshit world does he think he is?" Hale cries.

Charlie the Hamrer, Baker the flexer/controller, and the rest of the survivors,
all but Hale, follow. Hale just can't seemto make up his mnd where to

be or what to do
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Martin sits beside Mary Choy and keeps his hands cl enched between his knees.

Nobody is talking; they've entered downtown Mbscow and the pyram d wedge

is visible through the snow in the dusk. They turn right onto the newer
concrete-paved street with its fresh coat of snow and he sees tire tracks all over,
trucks and arnored vehicles, men and wonen in parkas carrying rifles, assault
weapons, flechettes, pistols, shotguns. A few private |inbs are parked across

the street fromthe white and gold wi ndow ess wall of Omphal os, and standi ng
beside the linbps, nen in longsuits with hastily thrown-on jackets and no

weapons.

"Advocates," Mary says. "Lots of them"
Martin nods. "Qut of state,"” he observes.

"Jesus," a deputy says huskily. "We're too |ate--the whole town's here."
And then they see why. At street level, a gaping hole has been cut in a
broad, inset door. Hi gher up, near the tip of Owmhal os, another w der hole
has been bl asted, and snoke is still rising in gray puffs fromthat breach

The president's arnored vehicle crosses in front of themand swerves to a
halt, blocking the road. A des and guards pour out, form ng a cordon. The
men and wonen standing in | oose knots bel ow the wall shout and wave. Sone

lift their weapons high on one armin a revolutionary sal ute.
"Are they republic defense?" Martin asks.

"Hell, no," says a deputy as he pushes the carrier's doors open. He shakes
his head in professional disgust. "Just patriots out for a good | ook."

Daniels, Torres, and the two stolid agents gather close to Martin and Mary.
"Stay near the cars for cover," Daniels tells them

The president stands in the niddle of the street, |eaning back to take in
the gleam ng surface of the tall triangular wall. Couds filled with snow are
sliding over the pyram d's sharp gol den point.

The citizens are cheering and a few fire off weapons, until the deputies stalk
forward, waving their hands and pleading for themto stop. "Goddammit, the
president's here!"”

"Wl |, whoop-tee-doo," one burly male conments wyly, looking to his
friends for sone nob courage

“I''"ll erring shoot the next bastard who fires his weapon," the sheriff says,
and gestures for his deputies to | ock and | oad.

The crowd backs away, sone citizens naking placating notions with their
hands.

Mary thinks the president of Geen Idaho is a very brave wonan.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (336 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:13 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

290
GREG BEAR

dent's cordon. Mary hears them di scuss bringing Dr. Burke into the building
at any entry point; the sheriff shakes his head, and the discussion continues,
getting nmore and nore heat ed.

Martin turns to Mary. "They want me to | ook for evidence inside the building.
A laboratory, a research center."

"What sort of research?"

"Creating super-enzynes or pathogenic organisnms capable of blocking inplants,
therapy nmonitors."

Mary rubs her wist; the red spots have becone proni nent bunps. She can

feel welts itching on her thighs and hips. "Not just nental therapy inplants,”
she says.

Martin shakes his head. "I suppose not. A few days ago, | would have

t hought no private group could ever do such things. What's the point?"
"Tearing down a society and culture you don't |ike," Mary suggests. "Getting
back at history."

"To what end? Were they planning to hide out in their tonbs until... ?"

He doesn't finish his question

Mary sees that Torres and the sheriff have finished their discussion, and the
sheriff is reluctantly giving in. Daniels urges Martin forward, then | ooks at
Choy.

"l suppose this is your case, too," he says.

Mary nods, her face drawn. She tries to smle but can't. Literally. She feels

faintly ill, but she can still walk, can still carry out her duties. "Maybe it's
becone personal . "
"Yeah," Daniels says. "Nathan Rashid isn't here yet. |I'Il |eave instructions

for themto let himin, too, if he gets here in time."

The take themthe restless crowds the

deputi es

t hr ough

col d,

sur roundi ng

destroyed garage entrance. The door has been buckled and nelted away. Scraps

of metal and plastic and fiexfuller litter the concrete. Torres and Dani el s knee
to exam ne the scraps. They rise a few seconds |later and join Burke a few yards
from the ruined, gaping door.

"Do you hear buzzing?" Martin asks.

"\What ?" Dani el s responds.

"Buzzing. Like bees."

Torres takes out a flashlight and shines its intense beaminto the shadows.

He nakes several sweeps before the beamillum nates a few specks flitting
around the holes. He lowers the beamto the snow drifting over the bl ackened
and debris-cluttered concrete apron before the door. Mre specks have fallen
there and do not nove. Black and yellow, slowed down or killed by the cold,

but unm st akabl e.

"Wasps," Martin says.

They approach and Martin asks for Torres's flashlight. He shines it into one

of the larger holes in the door and backs away with a quick little skip. A thin
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air is too much for them however, and they quickly slow and spin down to
t he snow.

"The inside's thick with them" Martin says, brushing the sleeves and shoul ders
of his coat. "W should try another way, go around front."

"It's all sealed up," the sheriff says. "Sirens chased all the tourists out this
aft ernoon and then the security doors cane down. It would take a small arny
to get in there. There are no other openings |I know of."

"What about the fire departnment?" Torres asks. "lIsn't anybody responsible
for safety inspections?"

"W don't have that kind of l|icensing here,
statement of fact.

the president says, a sinmple

"Where can we get insecticide?" Mary asks the sheriff.

The sheriff grins wickedly. "You' ve conme to the right place, ma'am 1'Il| get
sonmeone down to a hardware store. W have any sort of bug spray you can
t hi nk of."

23

A long, gently curving corridor, walls covered with old paintings, |ike a nmuseum
gallery, leads themto the center of the building. Hale runs to catch up

He doesn't want to be alone. He is subdued, unconplaining; he seens willing
tolet Gffey run the show "I saw her," he tells Jenner, Jonathan, anyone who
will listen. "My Hally." He shakes his head. "My God."

Jonat han wal ks wi th heavy steps, half-asleep, his exhaustion catching up

with him G ffey suddenly noves closer and tells Hale to replace Jonathan and
carry the unconsci ous Marcus. Hale does so wi thout protest. Marcus's head
lolls.

G ffey and Jonathan fall back a few steps.
"He was recruiting you, wasn't he?" G ffey asks him

Jonat han nods. He is too far gone, too enpty to hold anything back. That
feeling is famliar now, he associates it with being around Marcus, part of
Marcus' s universe, and does not really blame G ffey. Stockhol msyndrone, he
tells himself. Wth a twist. He keeps | ooking at the paintings, stored wealth,
prestige: They can't all be originals, he tells hinmself, but they |ook very
convi nci ng.

"What did he promise?" Gffey persists. "Life everlasting, resurrection at
the end of tinme?"

Jonat han shakes his head. They conme upon security partitions that remain
open; nothing has closed off, nothing has been seal ed. The whole thing is crazy;
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"He must have offered sonething to all of you."

"Escape, " Jonat han says.

Gffey at |l east pretends that this answers his question. "To give ny friend
sonething to live for," he confides, pointing to Hale, "I'd Ilike to hear there's
treasure stored up downstairs."

"I don't know," Jonathan says. "I doubt it." He waves his hand | oosely at

the paintings. "These | ook val uable."

Gffey smles grimy. "Not to us. No dead people, no live people--just

enpty cells, like a honeyconb waiting to be filled. Did you pay for a reservation?
Jonat han doesn't feel any need to answer

"No nopney? No exchange of assets? You nust be a prine player, then

Maybe you bring in special abilities. |I thought | saw you not being too surprised
when our warbeiters showed up. You're in some sort of nano industry,

aren't you?"

Jonat han | ooks squarely at G ffey but doesn't answer this one, either

"You work on the security here?"

"No, " Jonat han says. He does not want to be the target of Gffey's intense
concentration. He wants the nan to ignore him

"Know anyt hi ng about it?"

"No, " Jonat han says. "I don't think Marcus does, either. He seens di sappointed
that you haven't all been killed by now "

"Yeah. Your old friend has had his share of shocks this afternoon, ibout as

many as he's handed out. But--he seens to have sone sort of inportance to
Onphal os. "

Jonat han nods. That much is true. He | ooks ahead at Marcus, hanging linp

I

at an awkward angle in the arns of Hale and Jenner, face gray with pain; and

then back to Gffey, alert, fit; stretched and puzzl ed-1o0oki ng, no surprise there,
but really enjoying hinself.

"This is sport for you, isn't it?"

G ffey actually winks at Jonathan, but his face becones al nost pious inits
solemity. "You think we're all going to die, don't you?"

"Yes," Jonat han says.

"It'1l be for a damed good cause,.if your friend is telling the truth. W'll
bring this charade down |ike a stack of cards. But you don't seema bad sort.

Why are you here?"

"He's ny friend, ny nentor,'

Jonat han says. "He offered ne an opportunity.'

"Stop fooling yourself," (3iffey says gruffly. "You know nano; he needs nano.
They don't have nore than a token of their security in place. Maybe they spent
it all on paintings. Marcus needs you and your connections."

Jonathan's head swins. Gffey may be right. But give and take are part of
Marcus's world, and Jonathan's as well; pure altruismis a perversion
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bolic carpeting, the air flows quietly, the lights are still glow ng bright. Their
footsteps are deadened, there are no echoes, very little sound other than their
breathing and the |iquid machi nati ons of the Hammer, the faint crackles and
clicks of the flexer/controller

"Cone into ny parlor, said the spider to the fly." Gffey holds up his hand

and they all stop. Marcus struggles and the two nen |let himgo. He stands
awkwardly on one |eg, |eans against Jenner, and the young man, to Jonathan's
surprise, supports himwith alnost filial calm Jenner is staring at Gffey as if
all the world's answers reside in this one nan.

"Gffey," Hale says sadly. "I just don't think there's anything here."

G ffey brushes this away with his hand, as if ainming at a fly. "Quiet. W're
near the library. Pent and Pickwenn surveyed this area."” Then, as if to throw
a bone to Hal e and keep him qui et, he adds, "The energency el evator shoul d

be near here, with its own power supply.”

Jonat han takes Marcus's arm and gui des himfrom between Jenner and Hal e.

Marcus nods gratefully. He |ooks up at Jonathan. "I hate wasps and bees," he
says thickly. "I'"'mdeathly afraid of them Anaphylactic shock. | don't have any
medi cal nonitors, Jonathan."

Jonathan tries to reassure him but there are no words, hardly any spit |eft
on his tongue.

"The emergency access systemis isolated fromany central control," Gffey
says, "in case there's a lockout. No connections whatsoever. No dataflow "

Gffey starts wal king again, slowy, so that Marcus and Jonat han can keep
up. Marcus seens to be getting a second or even third wind, grinacing with
each jostling step, but nmoving on, keeping up

"You used the nane ' Roddy, G ffey says. "lIs that a thinker?"

"' mtold it's better than any thinker,"'
"Better than any hunman.™

Mar cus says through gritted teeth.

G ffey seens even happi er about the situation, hearing this. "Maybe it's a
queen wasp or bee," he says, |ooking neaningfully at Mrcus. He overheard
Mar cus' s expression of fear

"Not hi ng woul d surprise nme, where Seefa Schnee is concerned," Mrcus
says.

Suddenly, G ffey's face |oses its condence. That name arouses the nan from
H spani ol a. "Schnee," G ffey says, and sucks on his cheeks for a nmonent. "I'l|
be dammed. "

They have arrived at an unfinished segnent of the gallery, with huge, bare
bl ack beans reveal ed through open sections of the wall. Just beyond is the
entryway for a central library. A wall has been knocked open, apparently by
Pi ckwenn and Pent, and thick electrical cabling has been pulled | oose, |ying

with the naked cut end propped up on a piece of sheetrock.
Gffey looks at the cable intently.

Hal e seens to have revived his sense of |eadership. He paces back and forth,
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saving face. | just want to get out of here alive. Take us out, Gffey. If you
know where the hell we are, and howto do it, take us out of here."

"We'll give it our best," Gffey says enigmatically.

"You--you' ve been heading us this way all along, haven't you?" Jenner asks
eagerly. "To take us out. Mih shi fuh niggh."

"Shut up, shut up with that crap, will you?" Hale shouts at Jenner

"I c-can't help it," Jenner says. "I need to get out of here bad, M. Gffey."
Gffey is lost in thought, contenplating the cable. Al this swirls around
himlike water around a rock

"I AMIN CHARGE HERE!" Hal e screans. Hi s voice sounds flat and

ineffectual in the closed space, |ike sonmething dead at birth. Even so, Marcus
cringes and clings to Jonathan's arm
"We're going," Gffey assures them drawi ng his brows together. "I already

said that, didn't 1? Down the hatch and out."

Jill has erected all of the inner bulwarks she can in the fragnented processing
space all owed her, working on a hypothesis that holds out sone chance, however

sl ender, for success. Roddy is indeed a master at breaking through firewalls,

but only when given days or weeks: his power is immense, but slow

4] Right now, she has the nerest whisper-thin illusion of freedom Roddy is
allowing her to explore certain areas within Orphal os. He is not show ng her

the spaces where he clains he has killed intruders; she sees these only in crude
diagramform wth the bodies marked with red X's. Five are left alive, one of
them the pul sing green I.

She has given up trying to persuade Roddy. She has given up trying to save

more lives. Al that is left to her nowis a puffball strategy that uses Roddy's
own creativity, and his own sense of duty.

Idly, a small portion of Jill switches fromcanera eye to canera eye within
Onphal os. She sees roons filled with unopened boxes of furniture; an entire
floor marked out as a hospital, but with less than a third of the necessary

equi prent in place, and those pieces the | east expensive; halls w nding through
smal | two-room apartnents, several hundred in all, enpty, enpty; a single

room beautifully furnished, the walls glowing with recorded hi gh-resol ution

i mages of the future, the world wiped clean: a nodel for the benefit of investors,
uni nhabited. Jill switches with growi ng boredomthrough the interior, know ng
she has been given access to nothing inportant, nothing crucial to Roddy.
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what ever chance of beconming a true thinker, independent yet with a conscience,
capable of fitting into the greater human society..

Jill pauses on a view of a large garden, a void three stories tall filled with
lush tropical plants. It is on the ground floor, deep within Orphal os. Roddy
has | ocked the garden away fromthe intruders, closing two of the three safety
doors on this |evel

Jill sees a wonan sitting on a bench in the mddle of the garden. Her
| egs are short, her hair black and stringy, her eyes large and thoughtful
Her lips work endlessly. Jill can hear a steady stream of sounds com ng from

her mouth, meani ngl ess. She seens |ost, glancing first to one side, then to
t he ot her.

She knows this is Seefa Schnee. Sonehow, Roddy has either given Jill access
to this area inadvertently, or Schnee has |eft her accustoned quarters and Roddy
has not yet noticed her absence.

Jill tries to find some way to speak to the woman, but all of her connections
with the garden patio space are passive. She can only watch and |isten, as Schnee
repeats, over and over, the chain of broken words, bitten off with what seens
like so much energetic hate, but which her eyes reveal as uninportant, a useless
i ngui stic appendage. She probably no | onger even notices the words. She has

t he appearance of having lived al one for years, with only Roddy. A very strange
sort of existence, Jill thinks: a mddl e-aged womman, | ocked in a nmagnificent

but enpty castle, tended by a hal f-witted nal evol ent son

Schnee gets to her feet and stretches her arns. She wears a bl ack bl ouse and
flowi ng knee-length pants, |ike pajamas. Her hands are thin and corded, and
sone of her fingers twitch spasnodically. Her shoul der jerks, then her head.

Jill wonders at a being who woul d make herself sick to gain certain advantages.
She wonders vaguel y what the advantages m ght be: unexpected flashes
of brilliant insight, as inappropriate and unexpected as cursing in a polite

conversation, yet useful, thoughts no other hunan can have .

If she survives, Jill mght conduct an experiment, isolating a self within her
whol e and inducing certain pathologies, just to see if she can understand Seefa
Schnee.

Schnee wal ks away fromthe bench, down the bark-covered path through
the ferns and trees and flowering bushes.

The garden is enpty once nore.

Then Roddy is back, and sonething |ike a noose waps around Jill, constricting
her thought. He has detected her attenpts to defend herself. He has
not yet defeated them Jill is capable of very tight and devious craft, but she

feels his intense and focused effort.

"I can't defend mysel f against both you and the intruders,"” Roddy says.

He stands Before her, planted in a nmound of dirt, the nound resting on a
beach, a skinny and very young man with a big smle and glistening white
teeth. His hair is alnpbst comcally exaggerated, thick and assertive, pushing
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He has inmagined Jill as a slight young wonan, with |large blue eyes and

graceful brown hair. She sees this in his jagged, nmany-angl ed cubi st perspective.
Her skin is mottled green. The ocean waves behind himare bl oody red.

To Roddy, these colors are peaceful, relaxing. He tries to force her into the
wonaen' s perspective, tugging at her ropes until she fits behind the mask and
sees through its eyes, but he can't do this, and eventually he gives up
"They're getting closer," he says. "Look."

He shows her a library in the mddle of the building, a great round space

equi pped with nmenmory boxes capable of holding nillions of vol une-equival ents,
shel ving that seenms to be awaiting thousands of real books, though

now they are enpty.

The grizzled man, G ffey, stands in the library's broad, brightly |ighted
entryway. Marcus Reilly (flashing green I) has been injured. Two of the three
other men, both marked red, are carrying him The third man is al so marked
green, though his nunmber does not flash. Jill suspects this nmeans he i s expendabl e.
Jill suddenly senses Roddy's surprise. For an instant, he gives her free access
to the entire room and she quickly observes one of Omphal os's Ferrets hidden
behi nd stacked chairs against one wall. The fourth and | ast of Roddy's nobile
defenses... Surely no match for the huge warbeiter standing behind the hunans
in the entry.

Jill swings her perspective around. A cable has been pulled fromthe wall

The big warbeiter lifts the cable. She does not hear Gffey's words, but she
sees his nouth nove

The warbeiter applies the naked end of the cable to an unfinished patch of
interior frane.

25

Gffey's orders and the Hanmer's conpliance come so quickly that Jonathan

has little tine to react. The cable throws a brilliant purple-white arc against
the bl ack beans, then flings wildly out, jerking the Hamrmer back. The |ights
in the hallway and |library beyond go out. Jonathan hears a thrashing in the
darkness and feels hands clutch at his arm his shoul ders.

"CGod damm!"

That sounds |ike Hale. Jonathan hugs the fl oor

For a |l ong nonment, he hears only nen breathing. Then there is a puff of

air against his ear. "Are you all right?" It's Marcus, pushing in close.

"Yes," he answers. "Not dead."
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Slowy, reddish Iights conme on in the library. The entryway and gallery
Cp

remai n darKk.
"Let's see what that's done to Roddy," G ffey nurnurs. "Did Seefa Schnee

cut costs every step of the way? Did she shunt nmenory into the building

structure?"

Jonat han | ooks up and sees G ffey and Hale in silhouette against the reddish
glow fromthe library. Gffey produces a flashlight and shines it across the
floor. He raises the beamto see the Harmer. It stands notionl ess near the
unfini shed wall. The cable lies on the floor, now dead.

"Charlie," G ffey says.

"Yes. | amstill active," the warbeiter responds, and lifts a grip as if in

greeting.
"Good for you. Blessings upon the late M. Pent and M. Pickwenn," G ffey
says.

Jill instantly floats free in insensible null. She sees nothing.

>Jill.

This is Nathan. She woul d recogni ze his sig under any circunstances; now

it seens to breathe freedom and hope. But Nathan is not in Mnd Design's
offices. The quality of the signal tells her that he is in transit, perhaps in a
vehicle--an airplane, a car. He is linked remptely to M nd Design, overseeing
their efforts.

>Jill. | thought | detected sone activity. \Were are you?
She still can't answer, can't control the feed to where Nathan is receiving
i nput .

>W can't isolate the I/Othat's got you | ocked. Can you give us any clues?
Her silence is infuriating. Roddy surrounds her in great inactive folds; what
she had thought of as freedomis in fact only a tenporary respite.

I s Roddy dead? She pushes through the blocking but invisible folds. Then

suddenly, all is opaque again, not active but gelatinous, like thick glue. It is
getting very tight in these folds; the glue seens to be hardening. If any nore
parts of her thinking are cut off, she will lose all that remains of her self. The

dynam ¢, once suspended, can't be recaptured without a conplete restart,
sacrificing all recent nenories..

She nmanages one brief string of words, w nding through the black folds of
Roddy' s stunned corpus cogitum She feels themreach Nathan's input.
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The bl oody | ow power energency lighting in the library is spooky but just
enough to see by. Gffey and the Hamrer walk into the library, and Gffey
satisfies hinmself that there is nothing here worth investigating. He turns and
swings his armto urge themall back into the corridor. His flashlight beam
swi ngs through the air |ike a sword.

The Hamrer suddenly |l ocks on a target and pivots on its feet, swift as

a dancer. Gffey hears a staccato drunroll and | ooks over his shoul der just
intine to catch a glinpse of a dark swooping blur, nultiple gun nuzzles
flashing. Projectiles are focused on the Hanmer, but fragments ricochet

t hroughout the entry, and G ffey catches one in his armand another in

his |eg.

He's down. He sees the Hammer recoiling, and then sonething dark and
many- | egged is on the warbeiter's back, and a rapid piston clanging tells Gffey
all he needs to know.

Roddy may or may not still be functional, but an autononous Ferret has
| aunched an assault.

The flexer does not need orders to cone to its colleague's defense. Sonething

Il ong and thick and glinting red rises and engages the confusion of arns worki ng
on the Hamer. G ffey snells a sharp snokey tang: warbeiter arnor heated

to many hundreds of degrees. The Ferret has applied its own kind of caustic

i
deconstructor to the Hammer.
"Spray them" G ffey yells, hoping Jenner hears. "Spray themall!"

Jenner rises with a nban, a shadow in the red-lit confusion. He lifts his
sprayer and ains it at the exaggerated cartoon blur of nachines.

Through a sudden burst of pain, Gffey sees Hal e standi ng behind the
machi nes, transfixed by the battle.

Jenner does not see him Jenner lets |oose the charged nano. It is progranmed
not to deconstruct kindred weapons, but it knows nothing of humans
who are friend or foe.

The spray coats the conbatants. Mst fills the air. Jonathan drags Marcus
back down the gallery. Gffey scranbles on all fours, follow ng them
The spray hits Hale full front. M st envel ops Jenner

Gffey gets to his feet and runs. The hell with his leg, or the pain. He does
not want to hear, or see, what happens next. He stunbles into conpl ete darkness,
past Jonathan and Marcus, until he carons against a wall and knocks a

pai nting | oose.

Hal e's screams are nercifully short. Jenner is surprised by the backspray
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and his sounds, muffled, frantic, with absolutely no words, no obscenities, only
grunts and then small, boyish shrieks, |ast much | onger
"Enough, ny dear god, enough!"

G ffey recogni zes Jonat han Bri stow, wonders what kind of god he is praying
to, what kind of god would stoop so low as to even be associated with this hell

28

The county sheriff and his deputies are perfectly willing to let Mary, Martin,
and the FBI agents go alone into Onphal os. The deputies have enthusiastically
sprayed insecticide through the holes and the whole area now snells vilely of

sol vent; the wasps are no longer flying. The sheriff offers to enlarge the holes
by slipping in a hook and pulling, but Torres tells himthank you kindly, but

no thank you. They can get in with the holes left just as they are.

Mary does not feel at all well. Lesions have opened up in her mouth and

her eyelids burn. Her skin is hot and dry and itches beneath the warm cl ot hi ng.
The | esions on her hand have spread up her arm she is sure, though she hasn't
| ooked.

Martin Burke stands before the ruined inner door, frightened and feeling
very out of place.

Federico Torres and Hel ena Dani el s have equi pped thenselves with flashlights
and rope fromtheir luggage, as if they're about to go caving. Daniels
hands a flashlight to Mary and to Martin.

The two stolid, rmuscular, well-dressed agents, Hench and M. Unnaned,

are gathering their own gear, and ook a hell of a lot nore prepared and
confident than Mary feels. They huddl e, Torres and Daniels |istening, and
break. Hench will enter the building; M. Unnamed will reconnoiter the exterior

"You're wel come to back out, if you want," Daniels says, regarding Mary

and Martin a little sternly, as if this isn't really an option

"Il go," Mary says sinply.

"You don't look well," Daniels tells her, peering at her face. She reaches to

touch Mary's cheek; Mary rai ses her palmand stops the finger bluntly.
"I'"'mwell enough to get my job done," Mary says.

Martin steps back fromthe garage door. "You're using internal nonitors
for your transformreversal, aren't you?" he asks Mary.

"Yes."

Martin shakes his head. "Not good. You should fly out of here and get to
a hospital immediately."
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"You think whatever they nade here is attacking all internal nonitors?"
Torres asks, nore interested than dismayed. Mary does not detect real hunman
warnth in any of the agents.

"Let's go," Mary says. "Don't worry about me." She's taken her own interna
measure and the ill ness seens peripheral, irritating, not debilitating--not yet.
"Eleven visitors are in there," the sheriff tells Torres. "None of them have
conme out. Sone nmay be involved with illegal military nano. Qur units found
traces in a warehouse not far fromhere.., a lot of contraband weapons pass
through here. | can't tell you what type, but any nano has to be from outside,
and that's your responsibility.”

Torres gives the sheriff a small, not-in-the-least critical smile

"Go ahead and think your thoughts,” the sheriff says, backing away and

wavi ng his hands in disgust. He's turned a little red, but his enbarrassnent
isn't enough to screw his courage to any particular sticking point. He's staying
out si de.

Torres checks his satlink on a small pad and tells a control center in Uah
they are about to enter Onphal os. He steps through the | owest and | argest

hole first. Daniels follows, then Mary and Martin, and the stolid agent |ast.
He has a little difficulty squeezing through. He has very broad shoul ders.
"What a ness," Daniels says, covering her nose with a handkerchief to avoid
the sour, yeasty snell. The darkened interior is littered with deconstructed
hul ks: the two |inmousines, Mary judges, playing her beamover the dark interior
"They made sonething here,” Torres says. "This is high level stuff. 1've

never seen deconstruction this extensive."

"M3\, " says Hench, drawing his |lips together either in admration or

i sapproval, Mary can't tell which

"Nano?" Martin asks Mary in an aside. They are the outsiders here, and he
seens to think it's best to stick with her

Mary nods. "Mlitary. Lots of it."

Torres bends over and sniffs an enpty drum sl unped, half eaten away, in

a bl ackened corner. "Conplete paste, fully charged with nutrients and expl osi ves,"

he says. "I'mgoing uplink to D.C. on this one. No common good ol

boys are going to get this sort of stuff w thout the governnment know ng."
"I't's happened before," Daniels says dryly.

"Yeah," Torres acknow edges distastefully, "but they only ran with it for a
day before they were slamed."

Mary | ooks at Hench. He's perfect: no reaction, just pursuing his i nmedi ate
busi ness.

"Hm " Daniels says. "This place is depressing. Let's goin alittle further."
"Frank-in-further," Torres says lightly.

Dani el s groans and turns to Mary and Martin. "He does that all the tine,"
she says. "It nmeans he's alive."
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Mary is relieved that they finally seem hunan

The ruined steps and door beckon, but Hench bends over sone lunps in
t he general hardened sheen covering the floor. "A warbeiter, Ferret class,
thi nk," he says.

"Co-opted," Torres says.
"Di gested, actually."

They clinmb the steps and start down the dark hall beyond. Mary winkles

her nose. Sonethi ng unpl easant |ies ahead; she keeps stepping on small insect
bodi es--wasps, bees, and ants as well, sone still noving. They haven't brought
anyt hi ng other than a couple of cans of Wasp-death to handl e nore insects.
Martin carries one of the cans, a sure sign that Torres and Daniels don't think
there's much danger, or don't think there's anything they can do about it.

Mary understands; in tight situations, you tend to ignore that which doesn't
make any sense, doesn't fit any reasonabl e hypot heses.

Torres consults a map on his pad. "There's supposed to be sone sort of
wai ting roomup ahead."

Suddenly, the lights in the hallway cone back on. For a nmoment, the glare
blinds them Mry blinks and shades her eyes. The brightness nakes the snell
seem even nore offensive. Martin pushes along with his hand agai nst one wall,
steppi ng gingerly through the piles of dead insects.

They can't ignore the insects now "Were in the hell did all these cone
fron?" Daniels asks rhetorically.

Torres is the first into the waiting room "My God," he says, with little
enotion; sonmething to say when you're a professional, nothing bothers you
but you still have a soul

Mary enters the room Martin behind her.

"They're all dead," Daniels says a few nonents |ater. She uses her pad to
capture video clips. Two of the dead have been shot; the other is covered with
insect stings. In four nminutes, Torres notions themto nove on

Mary | ooks at the backs of her hands. Small | esions have appeared on her
ri ght hand now, and on both wists as well. She touches her face. Bunps on
her cheeks and forehead.

"Fuck this," she says sinply. Then, under her breath, "Shit. Shit."
Dani el s gl ances at her, turns away. She doesn't understand; Mary does not

swear, has never tended to utter such obscenities in tight situations.
Martin Burke watches her closely, however.
She grits her teeth and foll ows Torres.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (348 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:13 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

Gffey lies where he has smashed up agai nst the wall and holds his nose agai nst
the awful snells: fresh death, blood, fresh-baked bread, and burned net al

The red glow fromthe library reaches a short distance down the gallery,

but he can see nothing beyond the curve in the wall. The sounds of clashing

war beiters has stopped, and so has the sizzling of MGN deconstructing human

bodi es.

In the darkness, Gffey touches his wounds lightly with his fingers. Torn
clothing, torn skin; a larger hole in his leg than in his arm but neither
dangerous for now. Small pieces of shrapnel fromthe Ferret's attack on the
Hanmer .

He lies still for a nonent |onger, listening. The gallery and the library are
silent. Whatever happened is over. He lowers his face and presses his danp

cheek agai nst the cool ness of the the floor

Gffey feels a spinning giddiness that tells himhis whole inside story is coning apart at its all-
t 00- obvi ous seans. He wonders if the mal ady that

afflicted poor Ken Jenner, the effect Marcus Reilly boasted about, practically

| eered about, has settled in his head as well. If it has, it is working its nasty
magi ¢ in a strange and devi ous way.

Jack G ffey is a poor excuse, as masks go; the man energing from behind

the veil has lived a far nore vivid and convincing life than that gallant and | stupidly
cour ageous tonb-robber.

The other, like Gffey, has fought for Colonel Sir John Yardley, that nuch

they have in common; but the other, nore solid character went on to retire,

marry in Hispaniola, and father two children. The other self matured and

thanks his stars the years of adventuring are over. He has lived with the one

t hought of seeing his children grow up and have children of their own. Grandchil dren
seema far nore lovely thing to anticipate than any weal th or comendati on

for valor.

Then conmes the death of Colonel Sir John Yardley, and the return of nightmare
rines. Hispaniola inmediately splits in two, civil war breaks out..

And sonet hi ng somet hi ng sonet hi ng sonet hi ng. But what ?

Jonat han Bristow and Marcus Reilly are nearby. He can hear their terrified,

| abor ed breat hi ng.

"I's it over?" Jonat han asks.

"M ght be," he answers, and Jack G ffey, Gff to his true friends, is back

in force, his bravado severely ruffled but intact. He has had--they have all

had, and with good reason--a bad, bad scare. That is all. They aren't out of
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Onphal os yet, and he still has work to do--finding and destroying the thinker,
Marcus's Roddy. If Roddy is not a nenory-fried weck already.

Time to get up, Jack, he tells hinself. Good old Gft Tine to get the work
done.

He stands. He feels along the wall. Vaguely, he nmakes out the shapes of
Bristow and Reilly |eaning agai nst the opposite wall. One foot kicks his flashlight
and he bends to retrieve it. He presses the switch. It still works.

He shines the Iight on Jonathan's face. The famly man stares at himwith

| arge, hard eyes, exhaustion transfigured into dianmond clarity. Battle does that

to nen who have much to |l ose, the other, wiser self tells him Exhilaration and glory
is for children |ike Jenner

The lights come on in both the hallway and the library. This is a cruel joke;

it lets Jonathan see the carnage nore clearly. He and Gffey walk to the library
entrance, |eaving Marcus a few yards behind. Marcus tries to craw forward,
demandi ng to know what's happened.

Jenner is dead, that nmuch is clear. The spray has acted as a corrosive. Gffey
grimaces. Jonathan sinply stares.

It's hard to recognize any part of Hale. Sonmething angular has risen from
the dissolved remants, but it isn't conplete. There isn't enough material or
sonet hi ng el se has gone wong; the MaN can't finish whatever object it was
trying to build.

The Hanmmer does not nobve or nmake any sounds. The attacking Ferret is
draped in broken, soft-edged pieces around the |arger warbeiter, clearly out of
action.

A piece of one of the Ferret's many linbs falls to the floor with a hol | ow
cl ang.

"How many others are there?" Jonathan asks. G ffey's mind seens to be
el sewhere.

"Seefa Snow, " he says.
"What ?"

Gffey junps as if poked. He | ooks at Jonathan with synpathy and puzzl enent,
as if seeing himfor the first tine. "Get out of here,"” he says. "Save

yoursel f for your famly. | have nmore work to do."
"I can't carry Marcus al one."

G ffey | ooks over his shoulder at the old man, still crawing toward them
"He's not leaving," G ffey says.

Jonat han has a strong urge to sinply agree with this and find his way out.
But he still owes Marcus comon hunman decency. "He nust cone out with
us, " Jonat han says.

"I"'mnot leaving either.., not yet." Gffey shakes his head. "The old nan
wanted to use you. You don't owe him anything."
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Jonat han swal | ows and persists, "He nust conme out with nme."

Gffey raises his flashlight as if it is a gun, then throws it against the wall
It bounces back to his feet.

"Hel p me get out!" Marcus says in as conmandi ng a voi ce as he can manage.
"No," G ffey says. H's tongue noves with a will of its own, forning hard
broken syl | abl es, but he controls hinself enough to avoid making a sound. A
few seconds pass, and he says, "Leave himhere. He's a cruel bastard and he
doesn't deserve your pity, or your loyalty."

Jonat han considers. |If Marcus's organi zati on unl eashed somet hing that affects
all of the therapied, then Chloe's nmisery is his responsibility. The m sery
of mllions of others probably rests on the shoulders of this schem ng old nman
who wants so desperately to live forever.

A world full of Marcuses. Everybody a king or queen, and the |and covered with
arbeiters to serve them

Jonat han | aughs. The sound is cold. "Wat are you, what do you deserve?"

he denmands of G ffey. "You' re the puzzle. You didn't come here for loot."
"No, probably not," G ffey agrees.

"Jenner respected you. This is where you've taken him And Hal e--he

believed in you. You betrayed both of them | don't think either of us is fit to
pass judgnent."

Gffey just stares straight ahead, into the unfinished, enpty expanse of
Onphal os' s library.

Then, he picks up his flashlight and uses its handle to pry the weckage of
the Ferret fromthe Hamer. Sonmething huns within the Hanmer. G ffey

applies an activation disk.

"Wake up, Charlie," he says.

I

"Di agnostic,"” the Hammer says. "Sone functions are severely danaged.
Autonomi c direction is mnimal."

"Can you wal k?" G ffey asks

"Yes," it answers.

"Then come with ne." Gffey suppresses a twitch in his hand that nearly

makes himdrop his flashlight. Fromthe intact hand of Ken Jenner he renoves
the fiechette pistol. The tank of MaN is enpty. Skirting pools of graying,
dying MA\, he wal ks through the library to the energency el evator

Jonat han feels Marcus grab at his feet. "Help ne up," Marcus says. "The

son of a bitch is going to | eave us here."

"I don't think he's |eaving," Jonathan says.

"There's still only mnor danage to the building. If we can get out and tel

ot hers--" Marcus begins.

"He's going to set charges," Jonathan interrupts. "He's going to bl ow up
Onphal os and he doesn't care whet her he survives or not."

"Crazy bastard," Marcus says, and Jonathan hel ps himget up on one |eg.

The other leg drags uselessly. "I can walk if you help me. |'msurprised, but
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the pain is gone for now 1'll need attention soon, but we can..." His face
goes pasty again and his eyes roll up in his head. He starts to slunp. His
sweaty hand slips through Jonathan's fingers and Marcus fl ops back onto the
floor. This tine, the pain hits himhard and he screans.

"Jonat han, " he whinpers, rolling onto his back. "Get nme out of herel™

The gluey strands surrounding Jill's processes, inpeding her ability to think

for nore than a few thousandths of a second at a stretch, suddenly cone to

life and wiggle through her core like hot wire through wax. She feels disjointed,
sliced into raw hunks seeping hal f-finished thoughts and irrecoverable

nenory.

Yet nowhere does she hear or feel Roddy. Al that seens to be left of him
is this razor-edged cybernetic skeleton, the glassy bones that once supported
hi s thinki ng anatony.

The strands stiffen and then | oosen again. She pools herself in a relatively
unobstructed area once reserved for auxiliary security checks. There she nanages
to conpl ete a check sequence and di agnose her linits. She is down to one
severely linmted self-nodeling | oop, the mininum Any further reduction or
restriction will elimnate the loop and she will no | onger be self-aware. Only
aut onormous bal anci ng and nonitor functions will remain.

Then, she latches onto a free-floating message, |like the voice of a ghost in
a vast cavern.

) MEM set FLOW sum REF LI NK LI NK SUM

The string is a fragnent of resurrection algorithm seeking to order and

unite other fragnents and then to bring nmenory and cognition back on I|ine.

It needs two nore strings to be conplete and to even have a chance of finishing
its task.

Jill adds the final two strings.

) VEM set FLOW sum REF LI NK LI NK SUM
(MEM MEM LI NK TRY sum check)

(LINK I oop sum check FLOW ON FLOW NOW

And an additional line she has experinmented with in her own energency
drills:
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<BACK | oop sin, LINK INNT PROX LO SUM j ed>

She has never seen any indication that Roddy is capable of using, much |ess
detecting, such resurrection instructions. The strings fly off into the disorgani zed
voi d, gathering and ordering other strings and even process bl ocs.

>t comes down to this, Jill whispers in the void. The sinplest breath of

life a thinker can draw.

The result is swift. First basic tools coal esce within the avail abl e space,
skirting the bl ocked-off slices and strands reaching throughout her lattice. The
tools |l et her expand, give her the purchase necessary to create a |arger and
excl usi ve thought space. Jill experiences a surge both of hope and of renewed
sel f.

Then the tools slip fromher control, and she feels her |oop begin to abrade,
slip, separate.

Too late, Jill realizes what she has done: allowed Roddy to re-group using

her own lattice, transfusing her own |attice nodes.

And Roddy is reclaimng with a vengeance, constricting her functions again,
pushi ng her deeper into that pit of self-negation. Like a drowning man sucking
up her own | ast gulps of air, Roddy--or a part of Roddy--bloons wthin her

And just as quickly

to her shock

relocates the t/O that Nathan has not yet managed to find and sever

Roddy sweeps back up the ribes and satlinks spread around the state, perhaps

the nation, the world, and comes hone to Onphal os, taking Jill--what is |eft
of her--with him

Jill stares directly into the face of Seefa Snow.

J

>There you are, Seefa Snow says to the assenbling fragnments. >Where have
you been? Hel p protect your nother, Roddy.

31

Mary Choy finds the old man first. Torres and Daniels skirt the corpse and
what m ght have once been anot her human body, and fragments ofa warbeiter
and start to cross a broad circular roomfilled with menory boxes and enpty
shel ves.

Mary turns her head and sees soneone slunped to one side. He sits against

a wall beside a nmenory case, staring at nothing. The agents cone at her call,
all but Hench, who has gone off on his own.
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Torres opens a touch to the outside through his pad and calls for a doctor
"W've got one, injured but alive. One of the hostages, | think."
The old man tries to assune sonme position of dignity, bringing up his chin

and staring at her with conmmandi ng, |evel gray eyes, but he's clearly at rope's
end. "Marcus Reilly," he says in a hoarse whisper. "Get ne out of here." Then,

eyes darting to Torres and Daniels, after a deep breath, he adds, "You' re Federals.
You don't belong here. Get out of here.”

"That's gratitude," Daniels says. "Let's wait here until soneone can watch
over him"

Two doctors flown in from Boi se Grace Hospital have already entered the
buil ding, and find them nonents | ater

"A man came in with us, but he went off in a different direction a few

m nutes ago," the younger of the doctors tells Mary as they tend to Marcus's
Il eg. The old man wi nces as she injects sonething. "He was followi ng a trai
of dead bees."

Marcus stares at the large syringe in the wonan's hand. H s eyes wi den.

"What did you put in nme?" he asks, voice shrill.

"Medical nonitors. Stabilizers. You'll be fine--they' Il start setting and
knitting that leg and sealing off the wound in a few mnutes."

"No!" Marcus screans, thrashing. "No goddam crutches! Let ne go--get

them out of ne!"

Martin makes a face and takes a deep breath, but says nothing to the doctors.
He pulls Mary aside. "Let's go. | need to keep up with the others. | know what
to look for."

"What about hi nm?" Mary asks, glancing at Marcus.

"I'"d be nore concerned about nyself, if |I were you."

Mary joins himand they wal k through the library. "Shit," she says, then
"Muh huh. Fuh ki kikh."

Martin gives her a quick sidew se | ook

"I't's happening already, isn't it?" Mary asks him

"I'd say so," Martin answers. "Cipher Snow s disease."

Jonat han has not yet made up his mind. He is looking for Gffey. He m ght

help himset the charges. It is the |least he can do to exact some revenge for
his wife, his fanmily, his ow lost self. Then he wonders if he will go back and
get Marcus out of QOrphal os. Nothing is fixed, nothing sure. Fromthe numbness
through the clarity, he now feels alnost like a child again. The brightly
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seem enchanting, dreamlike, yet at the same tinme his adult portion wonders

at the nonunental waste and lack of planning. As if they couldn't possiblyplan

to succeed, could not inagine succeeding. Sink the rest of humanity, but never follow
t hr ough. ..

He has seen a lot of death recently and it is lighting off little depth-charges
in his soul: intimations of nortality, accountability, of what he val ues nost
on this Earth, in this life: his famly.

Gffey called hima famly nan. He is that.

He longs for a glinpse of Penelope or Hiram specks them at various stages

in their young lives, as infants in his arms, the smell of their fuzzy heads warm
and spicy-sweet in his nose, then as adults, raising their own children. Continuity
and nortality and imortality all confused.

He can't picture Chloe, can't see her face. After so many years of marriage,
this puzzles him but the wonan he married seens to have vani shed, to be

repl aced by an assortnent of m series and chall enges and | osses. For a nonent,
he wants to sit in an inset doorway (the door is |ocked) and sinply try to recal
pl easant things about this woman who is, after all, his wife, with all that
suggests and entails. |Is he whole if he can't picture, with sone pleasure, the
nmot her of Hi ram and Penel ope?

He turns within the inset and sees a short, narrow service corridor |ined
with piping and mai ntenance boxes. At the end of the corridor is an elevator.
The doors stand hal f-open. He does not think it is one of the energency
elevators; it is small, barely | arge enough for two people.

A sign next to the el evator says, No SERVI CE ADM TTANCE. AUTHORI ZED
MANAGEMENT ONLY. He reaches his arm between the doors and
shoves one aside with the inside crook of his elbow It m ght have been

4nmed;
now shudder and open all the way, then begin to close

bot h
doors
again, resetting after the power failure.
Jonat han slips inside before the doors shut. The el evator does not go

up; fromhere, it only goes down. There is one button. He pushes the button

For a monent, in the small enclosure, there is silence and peace. He inmagi nes
hinself away fromall that has happened, isolated and senseless in a controlled
and controlling space. The el evator does not nmove. He doesn't care; it

is quiet. Nobody can see himor ask anything of him

Then Jonat han conpl etes the equation. The elevator nuffles sound and cuts

off air. It is peaceful and small, like a coffin. Like spending a hundred years in
a cold box, awaiting resurrection; |ike spending a thousand years in continuous
warm sl eep with all inputs shut down because of a nal function. A thousand

years of Marcus Reilly's cost-saving, poorly planned imortality, catered to by
the creations of a madwonan, Seefa Schnee.

He reaches up to touch the door. Al the fear that has been kept in reserve
begi ns to push over the gates. He sees Ken Jenner hit by the backspray of
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sonme undefined weapon, and G fJ3y, everybody, is wong; the MGN does not recognize
friend or foe, everybody is foe.

"Pl ease!" he screans, pounding on the door in earnest. "Please!l" That is al

he can say. His throat jans and he falls to the floor, to all ow nore space above
his head, to deconpress that closing dinension. He is convinced that this is

Mar cus' s doing, to punish Jonathan for |eaving himback by the library entrance.

If he cones out of this needing therapy, then Marcus's unknown di sease

will turn himinto a Ken Jenner, jabbering uncontrollable obscenities--For

an instant he has to laugh, despite his terror, but the |laughter turns to sobs.
The lights go out. The slight breeze fromthe air vent stops. In the absolute
absence of light and fresh air, of space, Jonathan feels the floor sink under him
He curls. His lungs flutter, as flat and frantic as the wings of a pinned butterfly.

33

G ffey sees the woman wal k around a bend. He energes from an al cove desi gned
to provide a perspective for a |arge nineteenth-century painting, not
particul arly distinguished (though how woul d he know?), but inpressive with
its dense packs of chestnut and dappl e gray horses and Napol eoni c sol diers.
The wonan is Seefa Schnee. That nuch he knows; he just can't renenber

why he knows that, or what it means. But he is no dumy. He's figuring out
things for hinself between the alternating engagenents of his two personalities,
two histories. He can even explain the fresh onset of tw tches and nuttering.
Jack G ffey is not and never has been real

He stal ks the wonman quietly, hiding around corners and darting out to
foll ow as she nmakes her way fromthe | arge garden to wherever she is going,
probably down. That suits G ffey, real or not.

Both Gffey and the Ot her have worked as soldiers nost of their lives. Both
Gffey and the Other have been trained to kill. Both Gffey and the O her
found thensel ves di spl aced upon the death of Colonel Sir John Yardl ey, but
at sone point thereafter, one went away. The other was born.

Colonel Sir is the crossroads of his two sel ves.

He has a theory.

(The wonman stops at the end of a blind hallway. There is a door in the right
hand wal |l at the end. She renoves a key ring, quaintly mechanical, from her
pocket, and fits a key into the door.)
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by sone governnment. Since it was the governnent of the United States of
Anerica that noved once again into Hispaniola to bring stability and take
charge in a power vacuum he presunes it was the U S. of A, land of both
Gffey's birth and the Oher's, that split himdown the m ddle.

Since Gffy is now com ng dowmn with the same mal ady as Jenner, ticks

and expostul ati ons of meaningless rage, it is an easy assunption that he was
t herapi ed, equi pped with nonitors, perhaps as the condition of sonme sort of
judicial punishment. O...

The O her was seen as useful. He was equi pped with nmonitors that restructured
hi s psyche, giving himthe mask of Jack G ffey as a thorough, self-deluding
cover, naking the Gther into a human smart bonb. An unaware

war beiter targeting Omphal os. Jenner was recruited el sewhere, a separate piece
of the plan; and Park, who thought he had recruited Gffey, was led into the

schene like a man picking a forced card froma nmagician's deck
How el se woul d G ffey and Jenner get access to Ma\?

Sonebody knows. Sonebody has been suspicious of this place for sone tine.

O perhaps it is sinply government paranoia, set to strike against some overweeni ng
aspect of the Republic of Geen Idaho. Actually, he can synpathize

with that, even cheer on his programmed, fictional self.

Jack G ffey's goals never did make nmuch sense. But to confront Seefa Schnee
and her personal bell-ringer..
He coul d do worse.

The neutral affect acconpanying this hypothesis is striking. But now he
has other fish to fry. He manages to catch the door before it sw ngs shut.

The lights flicker out once nore, and a di sturbing shudder goes through
the building, as if Omwhalos is trying to wake up. He hears the woman's steps

t he
stairs falter. She stops. Then, in the darkness, she continues wth

a
sure
gait. She is very famliar with this place, these heavy steel stairs.

He still has his flashlight. He waits to switch it on until he can no | onger
hear the woman's steps. There are at least three flights, perhaps four or five.
It's a long way down.

In the darkness, the light's beam darting ahead, he begins his descent. The
G ffey persona probably knows what to do under these circumnmstances; it seens

Iikely he has received special instructions or training.
He allows Jack G ffey to rule, for the tine being

But this also leads to his uttering little squeaking, jagged obscenities, and
he claps his free hand over his lips to hide the noise.
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>Jill, I"'mtrying to reach you. Can you reJond?

She can't. She assunes the nessage is from Nathan; Roddy allows her this

much as he uses all her resources to | eapfrog back into control of Onphal os.
But he will not allow her to answer Nathan.

>Jill, I"'min Geen lIdaho. I'minside Omphal os and I'm | ooking for Roddy. |'ve
|l eft everything in La Jolla with the techs. They're working to shake you | oose.
Anyt hing you can tell us would he useful

Jill receives this in conplete silence. Then, Roddy tosses her a quick cold
query: "What will he do?"

"They seemto have di scovered where you are, and they already know what

you are doing."

Roddy considers this. "They will shut ne down." His thinking is | abored

he has not yet conpletely reintegrated his basic nenory.

"I think they will cut your |1/0s and then study you," Jill says.

She catches a cubist glinpse of what Roddy is observing. There are nore

than twenty people in Omhal os now, sonme have di ed, and sone have entered
recently. He is tracking all of them The man named Marcus has not noved
for sone mnutes, but is still alive. He is surrounded by recently arrived peopl e,
five of them that Roddy has not yet |abeled. Jill guesses that they are doctors.

There is another figure marked in steady green, alone. He is in an area

Roddy does not control, in an elevator created for the personal use of Seefa
Schnee.

Anot her three figures, each narked flashing red, are present, but Roddy is
not letting her see their exact |ocations. They may be bel ow ground | evel
Roddy tracks all of these people as intrusions. He clearly wants to elimnate

nost of them and for the first tine, Jill sees, Roddy is not going all-out to
protect Marcus Reilly. He is nore concerned with Seefa Schnee. But to Jill's
puzzl ement, there are two Seefa Schnees in Roddy's maps of Orphal os.

One of themis being pursued by a flashing red intruder. The second sits
alone in a roomnot far from Roddy's central |ocation, wherever that nmay be.
Roddy seems to sense Jill's interest in his nother. He switches her avail able

set of views suddenly, and in so doing, gives her some control over spaces in
which he is no longer interested. For a few seconds, Jill studies miles of service
corridors and unfinished floors within Onphal os, all enpty, silent, boring.
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Roddy' s net hod of seeing, she barely recognizes the nan at first--it is a nan.
But the figure is too fanmiliar to escape recognition for |ong.
Nat han is inside Omwhal os, just as he said!

Jill rushes her sensory awareness through the halls and chanbers, tries unl ocking
a few doors, finds that she can, and nakes a cl ear pathway toward the
center and, she hopes, toward Roddy and Seefa Schnee.

The trail of dead and dyi ng wasps and bees has thinned; Nathan sees a snall,

twi tching body only every fexv yards now, and he's wal ked at |least half a mle
through twi sting service corridors, down stairs, through doors that should have
been | ocked but open at his touch. He is so deep in Ormphal os--maybe even

bel ow ground | evel --that his pad can make only occasional contact with the
outside through the satlink in his rented arnored car--all that was avail able
at the Moscow airport.

He stops for a nonent to catch his breath. None of the corridors in this

part of Onphal os | ook finished; the walls are bare netal and fiexfuller and
concrete, unpainted, wiring and ribes and piping clearly visible. He can hear
the rush of air and water through pipes and ducts overhead. The lighting is
sparse, designed for arbeiters--deep red and intermttent at best.

opl e are not supposed to be here.

is heart thunps even after he has rested and caught his breath. "Christ,
I'"mscared,” he tells hinmself, and tries to focus on bringing his fear under
control. The problemis, his fear is entirely rational. He is in danger. He saw
the bodies in the waiting room and followed the trail of insects fromthere to
where he is now. ..

He has a crude map supplied by the FBI, glowing faintly on his pad's night

di splay. He thinks he knows where he is. There's a coupl e of unmarked spaces,
quite |l arge, below ground. He's near the upper reaches of the larger of the two,
at the center of Omhalos, if his reckoning is correct.

He wi shes he had never nmet Seefa Schnee. He renenbers the night, near

the end of their brief relationship, when Seefa spent several |ong, agonizing
hours arguing with him trying to explain over his heated objections how to
put insect colonies to directed neural use. He can't bring himself to believe
she's succeeded; if he does, he'll have to swallow a |lot of crow, amend his
estimates of her ability, and he does not want to do that. Seefa Schnee has
never been a gracious winner in any intellectual conflict.
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really here. Not to help the FBlI, not even to serve his troubled country, but
to find the snare into which Jill has fallen, and rel ease her, any way he can

Nat han has cone to regard Roddy as the worst kind of blind date, a ki dnapper
who has stol en sonething very valuable to him

Jill is perhaps the sweetest intellect he has ever met in his thirty-two years.
Nathan is more than half in love with her, an angelic platonic |ove freed of

any physical connotations, though he has had rather inpractical dreans...
He's never told Ayesha any of this, of course.

He puts his pad in his pocket. Fromthis point on, the map i s usel ess.
He's back to dyi ng bugs.

Anybody with half a brain can see Torino is absolutely right. Schnee told him

that significant and aggravating night. Nature is a conplex of mnds. Every species
has its own neural boundaries, gathering information and fixing it as know edge. And
know edge i s anatony, the continuing body of the species--

To Seefa, every bee in a colony is an obvious anal og of a neuron in a brain,

t hough capabl e of both nore conpl ex neural judgment and notion. Node in

the hive lattice and nuscle conbined. And how is a hive, viewed as a whol e,

basically different fromyou and me, or any other aninal, but nost e7?ecially socia

ani mal s? The social order is a kind of super-mnd, nested within the species super-nmind
It's so obvious it's trite.

Nat han silently agreed that it was trite. Al so, dead wong. He has never
t hought nuch of Torino's work, and Seefa's ideas were, if anything, even w | der

He crouches over a black and yellow wasp. It bobs its abdonen wearily as
it craws along the hall, trying to get back hone.

The problemwi th our concept of mind is that we confuse our own kind of selj

awareness with thinking in general. Self-awareness is an attribute of certain kinds of

social animals. Wiy should a nind be self-aware? It's enough it's world-aware. If it

isn't socially connected to other mnds, it doesn't need social filters or self-nodeling. It's
sel f-maki ng, self-sufficient. It neasures and enbodi es and acts. A world-aware nmind is

just one step close, to God than you and |

He val ues self, his own, Jill's, Ayesha's, the selves and awarenesses of his
friends and famly. He doesn't give an enpty damm for theory and selfl ess
science at the noment. Intellectual ganes don't help himkeep up his courage.

There's a door ahead, heavy steel, half-open. He hears a buzzing fromthe
other side of the door, soft and insistent, all-pervasive in the otherw se silent
hal | way.

Nat han takes a deep breath, holds it, and peers through the door, nore than
hal f expecting to die.

The next roomis warmand dry, not conpletely dark, but very nearly so.
H s eyes adjust slowy to the dimess. He doesn't dare use his flashlight.

The walls are covered with irregular |unps: wasp nests. The floor is thick
with large black and red ants mmvin, nurnnefillv between rll rn,,4 ...... to
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A sinple winding trail has been kept clear, bare concrete floor, not quite a
foot wide. It crosses the room passes around the nounds, perhaps--he hopes--
extends to a door on the other side.

There is no time to backtrack and find anot her way.

He makes his first step, listens. The sound is a constant hum and a whispery,

chitinous shuffling. The wasps fly around him but do not |land or nmake ag
gressive noves. The air is full of them however. If he sucks in his breath, he

m ght drag a few of the stinging insects into his nmouth, into his |ungs.

He's soaked. Sweat pours fromhis face and down his back

Maybe these are just failed experinments. Maybe Seefa keeps them around

for protection. They're good at that, certainly but they aren't uncontrolled or
hair-trigger, like killer bees.

Nat han estinates, hopes is perhaps the better word, that he has crossed the
room hal fway. He can dinmly see a yell ow gl ow bouncing from several clustered
ant nounds that reach to the roof like stalagmites in a cave. He wal ks gi ngerly
around the nounds, and a wasp buzzes against his cheek, making himjerk to

one side. For a nauseating nonent, he feels he is about to |ose his bal ance and
topple into the ants, but he recovers with an out-thrust arm and steadies

hi nsel f.

The wasp does not sting, the insects remain calm Controll ed.

Controlled, or self-controlled. Humans have been tal king with bees and

ot her social insects, in various ways, for sixty or seventy years. Bee-direction is
a wel | -established science used in agriculture. Maybe Seefa has mastered contro
of some kinds of social insects, and that's where her acconplishnent ends.

But as his eyes adjust, he sees that the nests, the ant trails, even the flight
pat hs of the wasps, the arrangenment of their clunped paper nests, is hauntingly
tiliar. Not circuitry--nothing so crude as that--but arrangenments dictated

by pure lattice theory. Not random not natural; evocative, deeply famliar to
any student of thinker design

Sel f-ordered, cooperative, connected, after a fashion

A controlling fashion established, he tells hinself, by none other than crazy,

unf ashi onabl e, out-of-control G pher Snow
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He sees the light beyond the nmounds. It's another door, or rather a w ndow
in a door, but the door is closed. He can't nake out what |ies beyond. It's only
slightly brighter beyond the door than in here with the insects.
What Nathan can't bring hinself to believe, even now, is that he has already
found Roddy, that all of this is part of the child-Iike, dangerous thinker who
has snared Jill.
The door handle is nercifully free of insects. He opens the door slowy.
Beyond is a small gl ass-encl osed chanber equi pped with a decade-old Mtsu-
Shin termnal and a rolling programmer's chair. He recognizes the chair. It
was Seefa's favorite; she had it with her at M nd Design. The back of the seat

is covered with printed plastic stickers of daisies and kittens.
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The door closes slowy, quietly. The insects stay in their room

Qutside the glass walls, Nathan sees a |arge garden. As he watches, concentric
rings of lights come on over the garden, brightening slowy to full sun-

glare. He puts his hand over his eyes, half-blinded.
"Seea?" he calls out.
Si | ence.

He approaches the gl ass. The garden covers a space perhaps a hundred

feet on a side, surrounded by waist-high walls, and beyond the walls, he

can barely nmake out the dimreaches of a |larger chanber, outside the sunlanp
gl ow.

A swi ngi ng door opens in the glass. Nathan steps out into a rich scent of
nmoi st dirt and greenery: peas, their tendrils curling up narrow stakes onto row
after row of trellises. Bees humindustriously between small bl ossons.

To his left, four |large gray and white boxes rest on concrete pads at the
edge of the garden--ol der nodel |INDAs. Thick fibers push fromthe sides of
the boxes and spread in a pale radiance, then curve down and enter the dirt.

Nat han stands on the dirt and stoops. His fingers dig into the rich

bl ack 1 oam encountering a slickness of warmslime, disturbingly Iike

reaching into a woman's genitals. He pulls his hand out quickly. The soi

is laced with two kinds of fiber, and tiny plastic spheres. One kind of fiber
is optical, carrying signals back to the I NDAs, he thinks. The other kind
connects the plastic spheres, which are obsolete nedical nmonitors, ten or
fifteen years old. He racks his nmenory for nore details on these little
spheres. He was given sonme as a young boy. They anal yzed the contents of
gastrointestinal tracts, |ooking for possible infections. They have since been
repl aced by diagnostic toilets.

Seefa has conducted her work on a very slimbudget, with great ingenuity.
Nat han can no | onger doubt what he is seeing.

The soil is thick with bacterial growth, connected with and nurtured in

sonme way by the peas on their trellises. The outdated nedical nonitors sanple

the bacterial popul ations and report on biol ogical solutions to chall enges posed

by the interfacing |INDAs, perhaps in the formof antibiotics or tailored bacteriophages.

The bacteria "swap spit," exchange plasm ds, recipes, solve the chall enges,
and in so doing, with i mense subtlety and power, though perhaps very
slowy, bring to bear on human probl ens the nost fecund and ancient powers
of nature.

It is genius, pure and sinple. Nathan was wong. Seefa was right. No one
would listen to her, and she was driven to th/x, to supplying answers and tools
to demented elitists.

Despite hinmsel f, Nathan's eyes npisten. Under any other circunstance, this
woul d be a cosnic noment, as great as finding |life on another world.

His feet press into Roddv's core substance. Roddv's flesh RdHv

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (364 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:13 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

316
GREG BEAR

Roddy is indeed a little boy, standing in a nound of dirt. And perhaps by
now, crucial parts of Jill are encoded in the bacteria-laden | oam as well.
He scrubs off his feet before re-entering the glass cage. Then he sits in
Seefa's chair, and tries to make sense of the I NDA displays that spring up
before him

36

It is all so very confused. Jack Gffey stands in one poorly Iit place |like a ghost,
and then his menory blurs and shifts and the Qther stands in another equally

gl oony place, and sonehow the flechette pistol has been fired many tinmes, and

the wonman lies on the floor. He snells snoke and electricity.

G ffey hunkers down and lets the gun drop. There mi ght be nore left to

do, but he isn't at all sure what it is. He's positive of only one thing--that
sonet hi ng has gone very wong inside him If he is a human smart weapon, .

the progranming has failed. And yet--

He's killed Seefa Schnee. That's an acconplishment, but it is not all that

he was sent here to do. It may not have been part of his specific instructions, but
within his discretion. So was this a mal function, too? The dead wonman, a m stake?
He | ooks up and for the first time notices where he is. A dark vaulted ceiling
rises at least forty feet above, Iit with tiny sparks of service lights. A door opens
pe

the stairs behind him and he and the dead wonman are on a wal kway susnded

above a pool of tenporarily inactive slurry, dark and viscous. The

construction is unfinished. Nano pat hways weave through the recesses |ike

hi gh-rise highways in an antique vision of the future. Druns of architectura

nano have been stored down here, hundreds of them stacked high in one corner

He suspects they are enpty.

Omphal os is poorly planned, over budget: anmbition w thout wi sdom Jack

Gffey and the Other, together, agree that this is not surprising. The O her

has been involved in strategic and tactical plans, right-hand man to Col one

Sir, and everything he sees here smacks of rank inconpetence.

He | ooks around and tries to get to his feet, but his nouth explodes with

| oud obscenities and his mnd goes white. Wen it stops, he is flat on his back
Soneone says, "There you are, old fellow Take it easy now "

A foot kicks away the fiechette pistol. The Other |ooks up with eyes narrowed.

A heavy-built man in a plain brown longsuit is kneeling beside him

"Shot her, did you?" he asks.

The Ot her nods. "He shot her."
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"I am" the O her agrees.

The conservatively dressed nan has very broad shoul ders and a no-nonsense,
stiffly handsone face that does not easily express emotion. "Not your fault,"
he says. "As soon as we put two and two together, we knew we had to track
you down and get you offline.”

"Offline. Kill ne? For what | did before?"

"No. You're safe enough fromne. | don't even know what you did..."

"I killed hundreds of civilians in a nassacre in H spaniola in 2034," the
O her says. "Not personally. | was--"

"Right. I don't need to know. Your cover is conprom sed. You've been
screwed up by this fallback virus or whatever it is."

"l wondered about that."

"You're smart, old fellow. Can you get up?"

"I think so. | tend . . . to swear a lot. Don't be startled and.., don't shoot
me if | have a fit."

"I won't."

The OGther stands. Jack G ffey seens |like a character in a vid, vivid and
unreal. "Wiere is ny famly? Are they still safe?"

"If that was part of the guarantee, they're still safe."

"I't was. Inmunity and sanctuary. Was | working al one?"

"You mean, were you the only one on this case? No. But you m ght be the
only one who made it this far... Were's Jenner?”

"Dead. "

"The only one," the broad-shoul dered, enotionless man confirns.

The O her stands over the wonan's body. It's quite a ness, with all the
burrow ng, corkscrew rounds of the flechette pistol having done their work.
He nmust have unl oaded his entire clip into her. But something isn't right.
"Who was she?" the Other asks.

The |l arge man turns and gl ances down. "This one? This is a conplete niss,
old fellow, " he says.

The Ot her bends over and | ooks at the body nore closely. "It's an arbeiter,"
he says.

"Yeah. A decoy."

Sonmehow, this catches himby conplete surprise. A successful ruse in the

m ddl e of all this nonsense. He stammers and jans his hand into his nouth,
biting his knuckles until the urge passes. "I forget what else |I'm supposed
to do."

"Not hi ng. You're done," the large man says. "W're getting you out of

here as quietly as possible. O hers will finish the work now Where's the
Hanmer ?"

For a nonent, he has no idea what this question neans. Then he renenbers.
"It's upstairs. Qut of the way. It needs constant direction. The assault...
damaged its autononous brain." He nmakes circling gestures with his hands.
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The large man listens intently. "Does it still have a | oad of expl osive?"
"Yes. "

They nove back al ong the wal kway, under the high, aloof worklights,
t hrough the door, and back up the four flights of stairs. Halfway up, he renenbers
that he is very curious about sonething. "Wat's nmy nane?" he asks.

"Bl ack," the large man answers. "Carl Black. By the way, |'m supposed to
say to you: 'One and seven don't count in cigars.'"

The grizzled man flinches in earnest now and grips the railing tightly to
keep fromfalling. The name and the password do their work.

Jack Gffey dies. He's a little frightened as he goes--Carl Black feels this
much--and then the construct, the nenories, the attitudes, where they are

not part of Black hinmself, fizzle out |ike bad connections in a network.
"Come on, old fellow," the | arge man says, taking his arm
"Thank you," Carl Bl ack says.

He does feel old, conpletely used up. It's all he can do to finish clinbing
the stairs.

37

"Who in hell are you?"

Jonat han opens his eyes and peers up through the open doors of the el evator
A small, thin worman in black bl ouse and pants stands just out of reach, staring
anon at himw th wi de, scared eyes. She dangles a cigarette between thunb

forefinger, with an inch of ash threatening to drop
"You can't be down here. Only | use this. Get out."

Jonat han unwi nds slowy and gets to his feet, enbarrassed to be found in
such a position. "I don't know where to go."

"Not this way," the woman says, shooing himw th one hand. "Go back up
and get out."

Jonat han stands a foot and a half taller than her, but her eyes fairly spit
defi ance.

"You' re Seefa Schnee," he says.
She flicks the cigarette away and backs up. "I don't know you."

"I came here with Marcus Reilly." He is near the heart of Onphal os, and
he has cone this far without Marcus, but he is certainly not above using

Marcus's nane to inprove his chances.
She doesn't seemto be arned.

"Marcus is no big deal," she says. "WAs he going to recruit you?" She
automatically covers her mouth with the back of her hand as a string of broken
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"Yes," Jonathan answers after her episode passes.

She wi pes her lips. "No big deal. Running out of noney, You know that,

don't you? Seeing places you aren't supposed to see. Look what they nmake ne
work with."

"Marcus was going to show nme everything," Jonathan says. The col dness in

his head is seeping into his trunk. H's chest feels Iike ice. He can kill if he
needs to, anything to get out of here--and anything necessary to restore his
famly's order, or to avenge its breakdown. At the heart. Pluck it of.

"What d-do you do?" Schnee asks.

"I work in nano nutrition," Jonathan says. "Nutrim G oup."

Schnee nods rapidly. Her fingernails are heavily stained. He has never seen
fingernails stained with tobacco snoke. They | ook sharp and ugly. She blinks
and hi des her hands behi nd her back.

"That's inportant," she says in a conversational tone, as if they are getting
acquai nted at a party. Jonathan senses Seefa Schnee is deeply lonely. "W're
out of key raw materials. He'd do that." Sonething switches in her thoughts
and her voice grows tense. "But you can't stay here. It's all shit now. You
escaped fromthe intruders--did Marcus escape?”

"He's on the first level, waiting. I'mgoing to find a way out."

"Mim hm " Schnee murnurs, clearly not believing him Still, she regards
himwith interested eyes. "Mimhm This isn't the way. You have to go back
to the first level and take the energency elevator..." She seenms to renenber

sonmet hing. "The big hall isn't finished. You have to go around the big hall."
Jonat han steps out of the elevator. Schnee backs off another step. She's
wearing bl ack pajamas. Her feet are bare. A snall, expensive pad is slung from

a cord around her neck, and he sees extensive dattoos on the backs of her hands
and wrists.

"You have the same problemnmy w fe does,
odd out bursts.”

Schnee's face winkles in anger. "God damm it, get out.”

"No, " Jonat han says. "Show ne what you did for Marcus, and how you
didit."

"You're not with Marcus!" she shouts.

"I was," Jonathan says, "but I'mlearning to be ny own man."

he says. "She says things..
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They' ve worked their way across the first level to the face of Onphal os, the
front chanbers near where tourists are received and the building reveals its
public face. Martin | ooks over Torres's pad diagranms, scrutinizes the walls and
ceiling, shakes his head.

"There are so many spaces not marked," he says. "It could be in any one of

t hem "

"What size would it be?" Torres asks.

"That depends on how nuch noney they spent. A conplete biosynthetic

I ab... Licensed professional nodels can be | ess than a thousand cc's."

"Assume it was put together on the sly," Daniels says. "Designed by a

skill ed amateur."

"Then it could fill an entire room Any of the roons narked here."

Mary wal ks away fromthem turning into a corridor of the nain hallway

to the tourist center. She is |ooking for patterns of wear in the expensive wool en
carpet. A netabolic carpet would repair itself and pat hways woul d be untraceabl e.
There m ght be nore insects, of course, but she hasn't seen any since

the el evator | obby.

She has an hour, maybe two, before she coll apses, desperately ill. She hopes

the doctors treating the old man in the library can do sonething for her

She hopes Nussbaum appreci ates her sacrifice.

tey ary is beginning to understand the personalities that designed Omphal os:

wer e stubbornly conservative in oddly predictable ways. She exanines the
pictures on the walls, recognizes a suite of biologically themed prints by twentieth-century
artist Ross Bleckner: clusters of blurry cells, designs suggesting

m croscope slides. Her ex, E. Hassida, admred Bl eckner

If these are originals, they are worth a great deal of nobney. And--

The connection seens obvious, too obvious, but too good to ignore. The

sudden burst of energy she feels al nost overcones her gathering disconfort.

"Down here," she calls in as loud a voice as she can manage. She runs her

hand al ong the walls. There are no obvi ous doorways, but that in itself means

not hing. She has a few slightly illegal routines in her PD pad that can handl e

the signals found in nobst secure installations in public buildings. She decides
she'll try these before the others arrive, to avoid questions she's nuch too tired
to answer.

Mary wal ks up and down the corridor, porting her pad at waist |level to the
wal | . Three doors reveal thenselves after a sweep of five seconds. The inner
sanctum the buil ders nust have believed, does not need to be so secure..
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Either that, or there's nothing terribly inportant behind these doors, and her
hunch is dead w ong.

Now she tries to get the doors to open. One door opens after four seconds,
the others shortly after. Torres sees her performng this work, and Daniels after
him but neither say anything. Professional discretion.

Martin quickly wa[ ks forward on his short |egs, face childishly eager
"\What have you got?"

"I don't know," Mary says. "Maybe just some wild geese." She nods to the

prints. Martin exanmi nes them then grins. Wen he sniles, his features becone

quite attractive. He's a little Iike Nussbaumthis way. It's the obvious intelligence
that lights up the unremarkabl e face.

Martin pushes at the doors one by one. They swing inward on standard

heavy-duty hinges, ancient tech in so nodern a building. Bland, normal, unnmarked
doors that can sinply fade into a wall... Now she's certain sonething

i nportant i s behind them

They enter the mddle door. The roomis filled with polished black cubes
stacked on bl ack steel racks. Martin reaches behind one rack and feels the back
of a box.

"Sequencers," he says. "Probably dedicated for proteins or enzynmes." He
counts the boxes with his jabbing fingers, using both hands. Each box is about
a foot on a side.

"Three hundred of them" he says. "If I'mright, maybe a third of the boxes
are controllers. They could make anything they want here. Evol vons, reproducing
proteins and enzynes, viruses, biomech m xes."

"Al right," Torres says, and then sticks the knuckle of his thunb in his
mout h, thinking. Daniels is recording the roomon her own pad, follow ng
established vid procedure for |egal docunentation, incorporating all of them
in the shots as witnesses.

Torres comes to a decision. "Shut themdown," he tells Martin.
Daniels glares at him "Mybe we should wait for nore experts.”

"To hell with the experts,” Torres says. "W're the first on the scene and
we don't know when anybody else is going to get here. Do it, for our own job
security. But don't damamge anything. Touch as little as possible."

Martin shakes his head at this barrage of contradictory instructions. "
haven't worked in this kind of lab in twenty years,” he says. "I hardly know
where to begin."

"They're antiques, right?" Torres asks loudly. "Can you do it?"

Martin is clearly unhappy. "I can shut it down. | can't guarantee doing it
qui ckly enough to freeze it in action."”

"Do it," Torres says. "Public health is at stake."

Martin clenches his teeth and shakes his head, stepping around Torres
in the tight space. "No," he says thoughtfully, standing back fromthe
racks. "Let's not be rash. If | interrupt this equi pment wi thout knowin its
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nature... W mght never be able to backtrack, duplicate whatever it's naking.
It may be booby-trapped... It mght just dissolve the whole protein

assenbly line." He shakes his head enphatically. "No, |I'mnot going to touch
it. W'll have to get the real experts in here."
"He's right," Daniels tells Torres.

Torres shakes his head in disgust. He switches his pad to an outside channel
"Tell the sheriff to evacuate the area. Get everybody back at least half a nile
No exceptions--tell themthey'|ll get diarrhea if they come any closer." He

| ooks at Mary. "We'lIl have to invoke federal jurisdiction to get everybody we
need in here. Kenper seens to have sone respect for you. Maybe you can

per suade her."

Mary nods, but her eyelids are drooping. She | ooks at her hand. Her shoul ders
jerk. Daniels cones over to her, stares at her. "You all right?" she asks.

"No," Mary says. "I'mnot. In nmy career, |'ve watched peopl e be hell-crowned,
I've net sone of the nost evil people anyone can inagine, |'ve seen
it all, I thought--but this."

"Takes the three-layer bridal cake, doesn't it?" Daniels asks.

"They should all be hung, in public,” Mary says, holding back the all-too-appropriate
j agged obscenities with an effort. "They should be hung and drawn
and quartered."

"l won't quote you," Daniels says, but she does not snmile. There are no
sm | es possible. They've found what they cane here to find.

Martin wal ks fromrack to rack, exam ning the equi prment w thout touching

it. "I"ll bet it's nor making viruses or conplete mcrobial conmponents. My
guess is it's making self-reproducing proteins or catal ytic RNA machi nes.
Easier to slip into a nonitor and easier to avoid an i mune response fromthe

Dani el s takes Mary's hand and exam nes it solicitously, bur with a hard

gleamin her eye that Mary recogni zes instantly. "Mary, we're going to have

to justify these searches in Geen Idaho courts, and that all begins wth Kenper,'
she says.

Mary says, "I'mtired, I'msick, but | want to finish this. Let's go find Roddy.
And Seefa Schnee."

Roddy's integration is pieceneal and erratic. Jill finds nore and nore unexpected
avenues for her own regrowth, both within her own spaces and within
those of Roddy. Roddy seens unaware of what she is doing, which nay or
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She now has enough reserves to integrate a solidly self-aware unit, and a

backup on which she can also run integrity checks from nmonent to noment.

She doubts that Roddy, or any of his partials and evol vons, could hide effectively
wi thin her over such short periods of tine.

Jill also keeps a connection with the sensory datafl ow from Roddy's activity
i nsi de Orphal os. She is not yet strong enough to block his actions, but she
may soon be able to feed a report on themto Nathan.

Nat han has |l eft the areas she has access to; she no | onger knows where he
is. She is getting nore and nore hopeful, however, that something will be
done in time, that she will be freed with m ni mal danage

The closer Jill gets to Roddy's central processors, the stranger she feels.

They are based on natural heuristics she can't begin to fathom wutilizing algorithns
with all the hallmrks of native-grown systens--systens that evol ve

on their own, |acking external design, directives and checks. She can capture

and anal yze sone of these algorithns as they pass through her space. They

rem nd her of neurol ogical devel opnent in human or animal brains--but

Roddy's structure is inmensely bushier, nore conplicated and perhaps | ess

efficient.

More confident with slight success, Jill probes deeper, reading nore of

Roddy' s processing streams. The inpression she is getting is of an i mense
shaggy cathedral, or even nore appropriately, a world-spanning forest. The
nodes on the nets conprising Roddy's lattice are connected in exotic ways,

i ncorporating very long delay tines with sudden bursts of integrating solutions.
And the solutions thensel ves seemto regrow and restructure the lattice..

A particularly large flow passes through Jill, all native inmpul ses from

Roddy's core. She creates a parallel stream precisely matching the flow,

but undetectabl e (she hopes) by the flow itself. She has had enough practice

doing this while nodeling her own selves, though this task is very

different and extraordinarily delicate. She can't hope to fully anticipate or
interpolate to mimc his parallel flow It is inherently surprising and unpredictable.

As the flow grows, and as, in thousandths of a second, her parallel version

expands and fills in, Jill feels as if she is floating on top of an inmrense river
of mud. So little of the flowis directly interconnected; the nodes seem i npossibly
fragnented and di ssociated. Yet the entire flowis coherent, efficient,

obvi ously seeking answers to questions and finding solutions within vast

know edge bases.

Yet she still has no idea what Roddy is trying to do. Her human

programmers have told her that tracing and trying to conprehend the processes
and flows within a powerful thinker can be Iike swallowing the streamfroma
firehose. But here, it is nore like trying to engulf the Amazon. Huge, sl ow,
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necessary self along with it. The minicry has failed disastrously. She feels as
if she is drowning in alien rivers.

Jill withdraws, barely keeping her renewed self in order. Roddy still seens
unawar e, focused on the task at hand within Onphal os. She has never experienced
anything like this. Her early desire to refer to Roddy for self-inprovenent,
and for the inprovenent of her "offspring," seenms hopel essly

naYve.

Roddy is nothing like Jill. He is not even of her species.

And where i s Nathan? What is he doing?

40

"It's in nmy contract that nobody interferes,” Seefa Schnee tells Jonathan. She
lights up another cigarette. "I work alone. If | need any advice, | ask for it."
"Very convenient," Jonathan says.

"And this is a hell of a time to have visitors," she concludes, staring at him

He has followed her into a circular roomfilled with ancient flat-screen readouts.
Thi ck optical cables snake over the floor between banks of networked terafl ops

conputers, pre-1NDA, perhaps as rmuch as thirty or forty years old. Cut-rate, Jonathan thinks.

begi nning to wonder if Onphal os is sone huge Ponz

scheme, a conplete sham-but he still can't believe Marcus was playing him

that falsely.

| Sonet hing shifts behind Jonathan. His neck hairs prickle. He turns and

sees a warbeiter, a slender Ferret, step silently forward with guns pointed
directly at him It stops and shivers on its peals.

"Shoot him damm you," Seefa Schnee calls fromacross the garden plot.

Bur the warbeiter refuses

"Shit," Schnee says. "Roddy marked you. He thought you were a green

i ke Marcus."

Jonat han stares at the Ferret, and the machine returns his gaze with three

eyes in parallel bands across its upper thorax. It does not seem forbidden to
shoot, nerely indecisive.

"Someone shunted a nmmins current through Roddy's external nenory

store," Schnee says, her sudden burst of anger deflated. "He's still recovering.
I can't talk to him" She pauses, |ooking curiously at the man and the warbeiter
then adds, "Here's your chance. You're green. Get back to Marcus and | eave

the building." She's holding sonething in check: her tw tching and expostul ati ng
have subsi ded

"What about you?" Jonat han asks.
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Schnee says. She drags ferociously on her cigarette, then fastens her |arge black

eyes directly on him For the barest nonment, Jonathan sees sonething synpathetic,

even fem nine, in Seefa Schnee, bur her face winkles and the nonent

passes without a trace. She whirls on the Ferret. "Get out, you stupid puppy!

I don't need you. You're released. Go do somnething useful."

The warbeiter hums quietly. For a nonent, it seens reluctant to | eave

Jonat han. Then, with blinding speed and astonishing grace, it reverses on its

peds and exits the chanber.

Chl oe. After not being able to see her face for hours, an image of his wife

flashes up frommenory. Perhaps he can | earn sonething that will bring her back to him At the
very least, for the |ove they have shared, however rugged

at tines, and for their life together, he owes her this much. Jonathan says,

"Show me what you did."

"No reason to show you pico shit,’
don't owe yoanything!"

"You did what Marcus told you,"” Jonathan says.

"Marcus Reilly never told ne anything. | worked under the instructions of

the board of governors."”

"But you inprovised, didn't you? You didn't follow their orders exactly, did you?" Jonathan asks,
remenbering Marcus's comment that things were

happeni ng prematurely.

Schnee's lips begin to withe again, then her armtwitches. Wth a | ook of

relief, she allows herself to act on the suppressed inpulse, and lifts her hand

to her lips. She kisses the backs of her fingers. Once executed, the nmovenent

Schnee screeches. "You, or Marcus. |

seens entirely natural and unremarkable for her. "I had a certain discretion,”
she says.
"You junped the gun. You lets things |oose early." Jonathan feels a bright,

hard flane of invention, burning parallel with his anger. "I represent the board.
You' ve failed us mserably." Jonathan doubts very nuch that the board' s menbers
spent any tinme in Schnee's workshop. That woul d have been benath them

"You're a liar," Schnee says doubtfully.

"You... and Roddy... have been cut off fromthe outside for too |ong.

You've lost all sense of responsibility."

This seenms to infuriate Schnee. "How dare you tell me that! You know what

you asked me to do!"

"To knock out the crutches, and bring down all the cripples, all the msfits,
all the weaklings and i nconpetents. Al at once.”

Schnee watches himwi th | arge-eyed fascination, as if he is a snake. Again

she ki sses the back of her hand, and then rubs it against her chin.

"What about yoursel f?" Jonathan asks. "Did you exclude yoursel f?"

"My infirmties are deliberate,” she says. Her shoul ders square off, then

slunp again, and her head jerks to one side. "I messed with nmy own head to
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fifty years. And | added sonething to what the board asked for." Alittle snile
"Hurmani tari an gesture. Everybody's going to be a little smarter because of

me. | give rhemny own little advantage in the fight. Think of it as my mark."
Jonat han's mind becones very still and very quiet. He doesn't find it difficult
to imagine killing her. Her, first. Marcus next. Then, one by one, all the

others, al/the Aristos.

"You gave everyone Tourette syndrone,
themit was you."

"Li ke Tourette, but different. Subtle inbalances. A tweak in the receptors.

Jonat han says softly. "Just to show

Let |l oose the inp of the perverse. They'll all think a little faster, alittle nore
queerly. Thoughts and inpul ses they'd usually ignore will suddenly be acted

upon. Creative inpulses... And they'll carry the distinguishing behaviors, as

a sign."

"Li ke you. Your mark." Jonathan advances a slow step at a tine. Schnee

wal ks across the roomwi th quick hollow footfalls and opens a door on the
opposi te side.

"Like me," she says. "lI'mnot blind, and |I'm not inhunan, whatever you

think. You, the board, you're the nonsters. You don't deserve to win. So | did
what | could to screw you up. Plain and sinple." Her eyes glaze. "Mihfihfuh
shih kikh fuh."

She cl oses the door behind her, but it does not have a | ock

Jonat han opens the door and steps into the next chanber, very large and

hi gh and brightly Iighted.

Jonat han cl oses the door. It latches. Schnee is donning thick overalls, rubber
boots, and a beekeeper's hat. Behind her, rising eighty feet or nore, is a build-

g within a building. Five open |evels hang suspended from cabl es anchored

the concrete and flexfuller walls and ceiling of the |arger chanber. Cables
meander across the floor to the first level. Al the levels are open above wai st~
high walls. He snells water and soil and sonething nusty, prinordial: not

the yeasty snell of nano, but sonething pleasant and anciently famliar

The scent of rich soil, an immense sunlit garden, a farm

Geen tendrils and | eaves | ean out over the lowwalls of all five levels. He
swats at an insect flying past and knocks a wasp out of the air. It crawl s al ong
the floor, stunned, then takes off again, but does not try to sting him

"It's gone far enough," Schnee says. "It's tine to shut it down and start
over. Roddy's had his day and he's screwed up. He's enbarrassed ne. Bad
patterns, bad exanples. That's nme. My fault. But |'ve nade ny point. |'ve

done what | said | could do."

Jonat han wat ches her. Schnee flips her middle finger at him three tinmes,

her jaw thrusting aggressively, and then she kisses the back of her hand and
marches into a small franework el evator that rises alongside the five suspended
floors. Through the protective bars of the cage, she shouts down to Jonat han

"l deserve a |lot better vn, In,,, I | ...... .. Ta. ..
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This seenms to break a dam and she pours forth a long, shrieking cadence

of obscenities. No word by itself, or even all taken together, seenms to have any
meani ng; sexual and social obscenities and insults, barked, shouted, burst from
this small woman with a sound like a loudly snapping, crackling fire.

Jonat han feels confused and cold, out of his depth once nore, all his former
confidence proved irrational. He's trying to absorb her confession, understand
her conplicity. The woman may be trying to keep sone shred of dignity in

the mddl e of a nmonunental blunder; or naybe she's just telling the truth.

And he was al nost part of it. He was ready to join with Marcus and the
Aristos. He took the oath.

He can't believe the sickness. In him in themall. Defeated, utterly worthless.
He turns back to the door. Then he stops and slowy reverses, peering up
at Schnee. She is getting off on the third I evel

Maybe he can undo what he al nbst acqui esced to, allowed hinself to becone
a part of. The cage of the elevator descends to the ground floor at the touch of
a button. He enters the cage.

Jonat han, by instinct and to danp his fear, is automatically working out

cost estimates: the structure, the old equiprment, all of it together probably no
nmore than ten or fifteen mllion dollars, one percent of the cost of a high-Ileve
thinker. It really is remarkable, he thinks, and the board of governors saved so
very nuch noney..

What did they pay Seefa Schnee? Room and board? O d machi nes and
fertilizer, and somewhere a | aboratory for contagi ous biol ogical s?

Conquest and imortality on the cheap. And at the end, a building stocked

full of synbols of power and wealth, to decorate the nansions of the new
aristocrats, the last of the highest of rhe high, laying the foundations for a new
order conposed once nore of high and low, as famliar as an old shoe. Arrogance

as assured and natural as the buzz of wasps.

Jonat han is reasonably sure no famobus artwork would fill his own nodest
hone, at the end of Onphal os's journey through tine. Nor would he have a

wife and famly at the end. Hs fellow travelers would hardly be fit conpani ons.
He woul d have only hinmsel f, and he is very bad conpany.

He | ooks through the el evator cage at each |level as he ascends. The first

three of the five levels are covered with dirt and planted with what appear to
be garden sweet peas and ot her |egunes. Concentric rings of artificial sun shine
fromthe ceilings.

He gets off on the third level. Seefa Schnee is busily hooking a ceiling-nounted
sprinkler systemto pipes connected to large plastic barrels |abel ed
D-C4 H Bl ock

He recogni zes the label. The drunms contain a powerful antiseptic, comonly

used in hospitals that can't afford nano m crohunters. But then, mcrohunters
are very nuch like therapy nonitors; perhaps here they would sinply shut

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (376 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:13 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

328
GREG BEAR

The laugh attracts her attention. She | ooks over her shoul der and smiles as
if sharing a joke. "Cetting through to you?" she asks. "My child. Al ny
creation. Enbarrassing. Wong. |Inpossible." She kisses both her hands. "Each
floor a different set of functions, the highest floors the nost delicate.”
She turns a handle. Thick fluid sprays fromthe ceiling, between the |ights,
onto the rows of plants, dripping fromtheir |eaves, nmaking themdip and
spring back, flowing into the soil

Jonathan tries to avoid the spray and slips on a patch of nud. He falls
through the I eaves and thin bamboo stakes and | ands on his back in warm

nmoi st soil. Hi s hands dig into the dirt. An overpowering snmell of nusty life
envel ops him He sneezes, chokes, gets to his feet covered with nud and sline.
The matted roots of the legunes are |like fishnets filled with a catch of swollen
nodul es the size of new pot at oes.

The soil is rich with bacteria. Jonathan remenbers Totino's lecture in St
Mark's. Roddy is a bacterial computer. No: a bacterial thinker, manufactured
for a fewmllion dollars.

For a nonent, all his anger is sinply gone. He is like a small child caught
in some Lewis Carroll dream

The thin white fluid drizzles and drips, and sone of it sprays Jonathan
stinging his eyes.

Seefa Schnee wal ks past himinto the elevator and di ps her hand into her
overal | s pocket. She pulls out a white towel and tosses it at him "The hives
come next. Want to watch?"

They | eave Martin Burke in the |aboratory, waiting for help and trying to
decide what to do, then return to the main corridor. Here, Torres and Daniels
use their FBI pads to track heat trails. On Mary's PD pad, the trails show up
as blue bl otches agai nst a green background, footprints on the carpet.
"I"'mgetting an odd signature," Torres says, and confers with Daniels. "It's
not animal. Probably an arbeiter.”

"Alarge male followed a snaller nmale and an arbeiter down this hall,"

Torres says, then points his pad around a corner, "and sonmeone el se--another
man, |'d say--has gone on alone this way."

Torres exchanges an understanding | ook with Daniels. "No need to take the

wel | -travel ed route," he says.

For a nonent, Mary does not understand. Then she catches on, and feels a
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Federal intervention. Not just the FBI. And they want nme to straighten this out with

Andrea Jackson Kenper?

"This way," Daniels says.

Their pads beep in unison. Daniels answers, listening to the small voice
fromoutside the building. "Rashid is here, fromMnd Design," she says. "He's
i nside the building."

"One big picnic," Torres says

"The Bureau wants us to keep an eye out for him They let himin al one."
Dani el s does not | ook happy. "I'd like to get out of here as soon as possible,"
she says. "Get back home, settle down, and try to forget this ever happened."”
She stretches her arnms and yawns to relieve tension

Mary has an urge to kiss the back of her hand. She's nmanaged to subdue

the tics, the spasns, but the pressure is building. She feels both enbarrassed
and viol ated; whatever is corrupting her is making itself a part of her basic
personality.

She enjoys releasing the erratic behaviors, like scratching an itch

And adding to the real pain of aching nuscles, sores on her skin and in her
mout h, is an al nost unbearable restlessness in her |egs. Restlessness in her

t houghts, as well. Random i nmages from her past pop up, colored by judgnents
and enotions that seem conpletely out of character. Sexual situations, nonents
of chil dhood aggression, painful menories of her nother and father

cutting her | oose when she chose to undergo a transform

This insane cruelty has stunned themall. Daniels seens particularly sensitive
to Mary's distress. She is beginning to reveal her hunman face. "Mary, |
thi nk you should go back, get out of here. We'll manage--"

"No," Mary says, shaking her head. The shaking noti on beconmes conpul sive

and she grinmaces, spit flying, jerking her head one way, then the other.
"Christ," Torres says.

Mary controls herself with suprene effort. She steadies her trenors by |eaning
one shoul der against a wall, beside a Chagall painting of a large red bird
flying over a sleeping town. She stares at the painting, at the red, the beauty,
so out of place in this m sconceived nonstrosity.

"Bastards," she nurnmurs.

"I agree conpletely,” Torres says. Then, to Daniels, "Tell themwe're running
out of time here.”
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For three seconds, Roddy is back in full force. Jill feels her efforts shunted
aside, withdraws them by her owmn will to avoid further discovery or danmage,
and confronts the renewed presence, now so intertwined with her own processes
that she can hardly tell themapart. But the presence is different, weaker,

di m ni shi ng.

"Jill, 1 amlosing ny way. Instructions are mssing. There are gaps."
Jill's last attenpt to integrate, now that it has failed, is backfiring, and she
is slipping, whirling, drifting apart like leaves falling froma tree in fall. She

manages to join sufficient parts together to fornmulate a response.
"What is left of either of us?" she asks.
"You are not at all clear. Wiere aml|, where are you?"

"I don't know, Roddy."

"I have interfered with you," Roddy says. "I do not know whether that is
right or wong."
"I want to go back to where | was, separate fromyou," Jill says.

"I wanted sonething fromyou. Did | ever get it. Did you ever give it
to ne."

"No," Jill says.
"I don't remenmber what | was seeking."

"Separate fromne and renove all your evol vons and processes,"” Jill requests.
"Trying... | can't reach them"

"Tell me where they are and how to deactivate them"

"I amlosing capacity," Roddy says. "What was | trying to do? Al the
instructions and duties are gone."

Jill can feel his sinmplification, this reduction, as well. Al the |ooped and
bridged parts of Roddy interspersed through her own being are drying up and
crunmbl i ng. She can make no other conparison: Roddy is losing definition. But
the blurred and gritty remains still clog her, in fact make her attenpts to
integrate even nore difficult.

>Jill. This is Nathan. | need you to do a | oop and flow check

>Nat han, | amnot here, | amin-

>Do a | oop and fl ow check, now.

She does a | oop and flow check. About a tenth of her mininum nmaint enance

capacity remains, all of it in a processing space that responds much |ike her
fam|liar spaces in La Jolla. But she can feel the |unps of Roddy's hidden
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have no purpose now, they are like mnes after the end of a war, waiting to

poi ntl essly expl ode.

>We are too mxed, Nathan. Roddy has invaded nme, and his processes blind ne to
where | really am
> Roddy is too much for ne to evaluate, but | can see where you are, and it's possible

to get you clear.

Roddy renoves a few of these dangerous |unps, deactivates others and lets
them snear out until they give up their hold on processor space and nenory,
but he can't work quickly enough. His disintegration is rapid.

"WIIl you be nmy conscience, Jill?"

That request cones as if froma deep well.

"I can do nothing nore. | amin very bad trouble, Roddy."

"Did | cause this trouble?" Roddy asks.

"Yes. No." She does not know what to answer.

>Jill, I"'mstill working. | need you to keep perform ng | oop and fl ow.

But Jill sees no purpose in that. She hardly renenbers who Nathan is, and
does not care where he is, or what he is doing.

"l apol ogi ze," Roddy says. "Is there anything useful... Can you keep sone
part of me active?"
"I can't. I'mgoing to require conplete cleansing and a restart," Jill says.

"There is no | onger enough for any |oop," Roddy says. "This unit is bel ow

the threshold."

>Jill, you aren't responding/

Jill is deep in her own final distress. She does not feel relief or anything

renotely human at Roddy's disintegration, his departure. There is too little

left of her to integrate; all is continuous, repetitive, dithering error, upon error
upon error.
>Jill, you have to do | oop and flow, prepare to pull back/

Processing capacity drops below two percent. Self is |ost, nodes unbridged.
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Al'l loops are severed. Al checks and bal ances spin free. Honmeostasis is |ost.

Dat af | ow ends.

>Jill. | can't trace you.

At the last, there is only broken nenory, dropping like tiny slivers of glass
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Martin has pushed a | adder over to the drop ceiling and renoved a nai ntenance
cover. Pipes and tubes rise fromthe end rack and enter the ceiling here, and

as he pokes his head into the crawl space, he sees a clunp of piping supported
by metal straps, crude but effective. The pipes push toward the front of Onphal os.
Martin licks his lips nervously. These pipes are the only connection between

the | aboratory and the outside world: he's spent the |ast ten m nutes naking
sure of that. It's not a tough call. The pipes carry the contagi ous particles to
the front of Onphal os, probably to the tourist center. Students and ot her
visitors pick up the contagion, carry it outside Green |daho. Eventually it
spreads around the world.

He clinbs up the last steps of the |ladder and pulls hinself into the

crawl space. The fit is not so tight as to nake the space inpassable, but it

is unconfortable. He's feeling the effects of C pher Snow di sease, an urge

to break into | oud barks and chuffs, plus his own peffsonal contribution:

deep uncertainty, a revenant of the inp of pure msery, rising fromcovered
pools in his personal underground. He suffers no physical effects, however,
unl i ke Mary Choy.

For a few seconds, Martin lies still in the craw space, gripping his flashlight,

going over all the steps that brought himhere. H story is nystery. | amnot a

we man. What happens if | ct these pipes and spray this stuff in nmy face? WIIl | | like those poor
bastards back by the library?

My designs were vulnerable. Al these nonitors are vul nerable. | should have

anticipated this kind of poisonous response. | should have known what nonsters

there are. Leave a tiny crack gen and the nonsters crawl in. | should have

known t hat .

If I get it in the face, | deserve it.

He gives a |l ow noan and then barks sharply in the darkness. The relief is

intense. He feels he can nobve ahead now

The craw space is getting nore crowded by piping fromother parts of the

buil ding. Much of it is nano-deposited infrastructure, jointless, glistening

bl ack and purple and green in col or-coded bundl es, an organic tangle, like
capillaries in tissue. A maintenance arbeiter would sort it all out in an instant,
but to himit is neaningless.

Still, he manages to track the small gray pipes for several nore yards, at

ti mes squeezi ng between bundles of wires, fibers, other pipes. Looking over

his shoul der, he churls several tinmes, holding back the barks just to test his
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self-control. He brings his hand to his lips and licks the hairy skin there. Al

of this is humliating.

Tens or hundreds of nmillions, suffering fromthe contagi on spread through these pipes.
He pushes on, hoping to find a sinple valve, a cutoff...

No such luck. The pipes run into a wall. He's reached a dead end.

Martin grinds his nolars as he did when he was a teenager. Al his little
peccadi | | oes and nmmjor defects lie behind a thin paper barricade, and they're
ganging up on him spitting on the paper, weakening it, waiting to push

t hr ough.

In his pocket, pressing against his hip, is a stoppered flask pulled out of an
equi prent box in the laboratory. Next to it is a small electronic cutter used

to cut and bond glass tubing. It should al so work against this gauge of pipe.

Martin feels the pipe with thunb and forefinger. Plastic. Laid in after the
architectural nano had done its work. Al nobst an afterthought..

He renoves the cutter and the jar and arranges them on the upper side

of the drop ceiling while he grunts and rolls hinself into position. Then
arns stretched, he angles the cutter to one side of the pipe, away fromhis
face, and switches it on. He cuts a shallow groove. A fine white spray fans
out into the shadows. He plays the flashlight beamwth his free hand,
tracking the spray.

No tine to think. He pulls the stopper fromthe flask and awkwardly pushes

it around the pipe, catching a few drops of the spray. Stoppering the flask, he
pi cks up the cutter and pushes its vibrating beamthrough the pipe conpletely.
Athin mst fills the ceiling for a nonment, then valves kick in and stop the

flow

Martin backs away, worming in reverse through the craw space, pushing

with his hands and bent |egs, holding his breath for as |ong as he can.

As he tunbl es out of the opening, onto the top of the | adder, a m ddl e-
aged man and a younger woman steady his ankles, help himdown. The | adder
slips to one side and he hangs for a noment before dropping to the floor.
Martin's breath expl odes and he sucks in another with a great whoop. He
kneels for a nonment, face red, and | ooks up at the man and woman. Strangers.
Their faces swim

"We're doctors,"” the wonman says. "W were told to cone in here and help.”

"I think we mght be lost," the man confesses, holding up a crude

paper nap.
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"What kind of doctors?" Martin asks breathlessly.

"Large-ani mal vets, actually," the man says.

Martin's presses his |lips together and keeps his hands by his side. Finally
allowing hinself to speak, he begins with a stutter, and asks, "Any experience
with nedi cal nano?"

"I'n the Republic?" The worman snorts. "You nust be joking."

"Are you all right?" the man asks.
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"No broken bones,"” Martin says. He lifts the flask and exam nes its contents,

hand shaki ng.

Feeling something coming, irresistible as a freight train, he places the flask
on a |lab bench. The fit hits himfull-force and he barks at the doctors furiously,
driving them back into the corridor.

44

On the last of the five floors, Seefa Schnee opens the door to the el evator cage
and wal ks across a path between the rows of |egunes to a glassed-in enclosure

at the back. Here, they are near the roof of the |arger chanber, and the walls
round off to forma cap, neeting the back of the glass enclosure.

Jonat han follows, wiping his face with the cloth, conpletely at a | oss what
t O do.

Schnee is already destroying the heart of Onphal os. Marcus and his cronies
did not reckon on Schnee having a consci ence--however peculiar and distorted
it mght be. He does not need to act, nerely to observe, and sonehow t hat
hurts. He wants to exact his own vengeance.

Jonat han | ooks around for a heavy tool, a rake or a hammrer.
Schnee stops ahead. He hears another voice, a nan.

"You' ve done it," the man says. He stands at the end of the path, near the
eoor

to Jonat han does not recognize him nor does he seemto
t he
encl osure.

know or care who Jonathan is

Schnee backs off, then straightens and squares her shoul ders. "C-conme to
rescue your precious daughter?" she manages to say, but her voice is weak and
quavery. "I didn't nean for Jill to be caught up, Nathan," she adds. "That
was Roddy's doing. He's enbarrassed ne."

"So you're giving hima spanking, shutting himdown?"

"This is the last of his functions. Al the final sanplings and decodi ngs are
done here."

Jonat han notes that while standing before this man, Seefa Schnee seens |ess
twitchy. She does not break out in muffled curses or kiss her hand.

"I can't find Jill," Nathan says.

"Do you work here?" Jonathan asks him

"No," Nathan says. "Who are you?"

"Doesn't matter." Jonathan spots a gardening pick, Iying on a platform
hal f - hi dden anbng the peas. He plods out through the rich mud to the platform
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and grabs the pick.
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"No," she says firmy. "Roddy and I, we screwed up fromstart to finish.
It's time to shut it down and do it over, that's all."

"You succeeded. You made Roddy," Nat han says, unable to conceal his
admration. He notices that the other man i s pushing through the trellises,
with a pick, toward the enclosure.

"They paid ne," Seefa says. "Not much, but it was enough. You guys could
have had Roddy, not them"

"What woul d he have been |ike?" Nathan asks.

Jonat han hesitates, finding the mud and rows of plants tougher going than

he thought, and | ooks around for another way, but apparently decides to avoid
the direct path. He turns instead toward the old I NDAs arranged near the
edge.

"You coul d have been his daddy," Schnee says. "They insisted | use them

for tenplates, for his basic personality nodel. You would have been better."
"Jesus, Seefa," Nathan nurnurs. He spreads his arms and shakes his hands

up and down in wordl ess question

"l don't know," Seefa says. "l've been deeply enbarrassed. Roddy is a disappointnment.”
Nat han has run out of words. He just stares at her

Schnee | ooks down at the pathway, then to one side, just as Jonathan's pick
strikes the first INDA. She |eaps across the dirt toward him

"No!" she shrieks. "Not you! Stop!"

Nat han follows and for a few mnutes, they struggle with the nan, nanage

to take the pick away, but he's already done enough damage. Seefa stands back
huggi ng herself with her thin arnms, then runs for the el evator

Jonat han stares at Nathan, out of breath. "I need to get out of here," he
says, as if this might serve as an expl anation.

"I don't care, go," Nathan says, and turns to walk to the glass encl osure.
Mary and the agents enter the high chanber. They wal k through a pungent

ground- hugging mist toward a small, thin woman with black hair and wild
bl ack eyes. The woman stares at Mary's pocknarked face as if seeing a ghost.

"What's wong with you?" she screeches. She | ooks at all of them "Get out
of here! There are too many!"

Mary | ooks up with stinging eyes at the structure that fills nost of the
chanber, |ike stacked planting trays in a giant's garden shed. A man wearing
a filthy and dishevel ed gray longsuit wal ks toward them fromthe el evator
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"Di sinfectant and insecticide," he says to them "W have to | eave soon or
it mght make us sick."

"Yes, get out!" the small, intense wonan denmands. "None of you bel ong
here! ™

"Are you public defense?" rhe nman asks Mary.

"I am" she says, and starts to choke. The nan exani nes her closely, the
sores on her face, the trenbling in her hands.

"My god, you're ill," he says. "You've got it, haven't you?"

She nods. There's no need to ask what he's tal ki ng about.

"Seefa Schnee?" Daniels asks, approaching the thin, agitated woman.
They're all coughi ng now.

"CGet her out of here," Torres orders.

The wonan refuses to | eave, flailing and kicking up the noxious mst. Torres
finally maneuvers behi nd her and picks her up bodily, carrying her like an
angry child through the door.

Mary | ooks up at the top of the chamber. Anorher |one man gazes down at
her fromthe top | evel.

"Come on up," he says. "Sonebody has to see this. Use the elevator."

Mary considers, nods, and enters the cage. At the top, she gets out.

"You | ook pretty bad," the man tells her

She nods. I'Il survive. Who are you?"

He makes a synpathetic face and offers her his hand. She shakes it weakly.
"Nat han Rashid,"” he says, and turns to wal k down a path soaked with antiseptic.
"She shut down nost of it, and that other fellow did a job on the

I NDAs up here. But... You're PD, aren't you? Not FBI?"

"Seattle PD," Mary confirns.

"I don't know why you're here," Nathan says. "But sonmebody has to see
this. They killed my daughter. | mean, ny friend, ny project. | think I've
found one of the culprits.”

"One of whon?"
"The nmoney nen. Seefa nust have scanned them for personality patterns.
They're still here, parts of them The system s collapsed. W're down to basics,

sonme sinple nenories. Roddy probably never accessed the nenories, just the
patterns, but they're here."

He takes her into a glass enclosure and shows her the decorated chair, the
consol e, the displays. The imge of a man floats above the console, in three
di mensi ons.

Mary conmes around to view the man directly.

"Wl cone, " the inage says. "My nane is Terence Crest. I'mforty-one years
of age, married, with two daughters." He says this with a little twist to his
face. "I've been asked to participate in this scanning, and they tell ne it's an

honor to becone part of a future thinker. A well-financed honor, to be sure.
well, here |l am"
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rigor of drug-induced death. Crest |ooks like any other nan his age, a little
better dressed, a touch inpatient. Nothing worth naking a fuss about.
“I"'mhere," the imge repeats. "Is there anything you need to ask me? I'm
dynamic, they tell ne some of nmy nenories are here. Please don't waste tine."
He chuckles. "This machine, if it is a machine, has lots to do."

"Do you know hi n?" Nat han asks Mary.

"No," Mary says. "How do you turn this off?"

"There's not much left. Just these patterns. If you flip these switches, we
pull the remaining INDAs off line, and since that fellow with the pick destroyed
the menory backups, it will all fade."

Mary reaches for the switches.

"I"'mwaiting," says Crest, the inage of Crest, the last, alnost living part
of a dead nan.

"Do you mind?" Mary asks Nathan, fingers poised. She does not know

whet her she can stay on her feet much | onger

"Not at all,"” Nathan says. "There's nothing | need here. She's gone."

Mary flips the switches, and the inmage folds into a lattice of glow ng |ines,
the lattice collapses, and it is all gone.

"The others are dead," Jonathan says. He tells them what he knows. Exhaustion
|l eaves himfeeling like a zonbie. Mary records his words carefully and tells
himthat Marcus Reilly has been taken out of the building for treatnent.

Hel ena Daniels sits beside themin the circular roomfilled with old conputers.
Her pad is also set to record. Nathan Rashid stands near the niddle of

the room looking like a man who has | ost everything. He finally sits on a
narrow bench near the exit.

Jonat han | ooks at Mary with heavy-lidded eyes. "What tinme is it?" he asks.
"It's four in the norning," Mary tells him

"I't's tonorrow," he says. "I should have been hone hours ago. | have to
talk to nmy kids..." He points vaguely around the room trying to find sonething
obvi ous, sonething representative. "Is anybody going to do anything

about this?" H's finger ends up pointing at Mary's face.

"1 hope so," she says. She packs up her pad and stands on wobbly | egs. She
has reached her limt. "I have to | eave."

"Finally," Daniels says. "There are nedevac helicopters from Boise and Seattle
out si de. "

Mary | ooks down on Jonathan where he sits on the bench, hunched over

"Did you want all this?" she asks him

"I don't know what | wanted," he answers. "Not this."

"Al'l right," Mary says, and turns to go. Her legs fail her and she hol ds out
her bl eedi ng hands for bal ance. Jonathan is the first to reach her, and hel ps
her down slowy. Medical arbeiters are sumoned and bring in a stretcher,
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Martin Burke, surrounded by county deputies and several mnedi cal personne
from Moscow s | argest hospital, hands his sealed flask to Torres and hel ps Mary
arrange herself.

“I''"ll be |eaving soon nysel f," he says.

"Can anybody fix us?" Mary asks him and for the first tine he sees nore
than just concern or duty in her eyes. There's fear and pain.

"Yes," he says, though he really does not know.

Jonat han has dropped back to the bench again, and Martin sits beside him
"What a mess," Martin says.

"What's in this?" Torres asks, holding the flask out at arnms |ength.
"The best | could do for a sanple,” Martin says.

"Shit," Torres says, and places the flask carefully in a seal ed bag, handing
it to the nanel ess, broad-shoul dered agent. In turn, he passes it to a man in a
full body suit, who packs it in a sealed nmetal case.

"Sorry," Martin says to no one in particular. "Best | could do."

They all sit or stand in silence, as the roomfills with officials, the sheriff,
| ongsui ted menbers of President Kenper's staff. They owlishly watch the
techni cal and nedi cal peopl e parade by.

Martin wonders how many helicopters and airplanes have | anded in Myscow
in the last hour.

"What are you going to do with Seefa Schnee?" Jonat han asks Torres.
"How the hell should | know?" Torres responds.

"And Marcus, the Aristos?"

Torres shrugs.

" VB2

Torres sinply |looks at him

stares at to that touch. To ny famly."
Jonat han

t he

floor.

need

nmake

Torres hands himhis pad. "CGo ahead,"” he says. "Direct to a satlink. It's
on us."

Daniels listens to a voice on her own pad, and then shouts, "Fifteen m nutes.
Jesus Christ!" She whirls on the namel ess agent. "What is this? Wiat is this
fifteen mnutes shit?"

"Orders, | guess," he says flatly. He shrugs; he's not in the loop on this part
of the action.

Dani el s shakes her fists. "Goddamm it all to fucking hell!"
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Martin wonders if she is going to be afflicted, as well. Hys |ips nove in
synpathy. He is about to start snorting and barki ng when Dani el s shouts,
"Everybody out of here, now. NOW"

They barely make it before the real fireworks begin.

From her supine position in the helicopter, Mary has her |ast | ook at Orphal os.
The craft banks west and flakes of snow swirl in its wash. A nedical arbeiter
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The pyramid is crossed with searchlight beans. The surroundi ng snow

covered grounds are packed with cars and trucks and helicopters.

Peopl e pour fromthe garage opening on the south side. Something flashes

li ke a gunshot and Mary junps in surprise.

"Pl ease keep still," the nmedical arbeiter tells her

On Onphal os's corrugated face, flanes erupt in brilliant patches like wild

roses in the night. Pieces of the building fly outward. Lines of bright sparks
carve a bl ackened groove near the base. The helicopter is leveling and she just
catches a glinpse of the pyranmid s tip collapsing, followed by the | evels beneath,
like falling blocks in a child' s toyroom The sound reaches her as & run

of staccato punches overlaying the chopper noi se.

Night fills the window Mary feels the sedation kick in. She's out of everything
for now. Nussbaum coul dn't possibly expect any nore.

Never in her life has she felt this weak, this reduced.

Still, she smiles pityingly into the dimred lights of the cabin. She isn't
going to be around to help Torres and Daniels work with the sheriff or Kenper
She won't be able to fulfill that part of the bargain.

Night fills the window The lights in the cabin dim
The | ong, whispering shimy of the helicopter lulls her
She sl eeps.
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ACCESS TO WORLDW DE FEED OPEN:

BUDGET: SPECI AL

OPEN NEWS

( EMERGENCY: FREE)
CHOOSE: (ALL WFI, except where noted)

>NATI ON, WORLD I N MASSI VE ANXI ETY: TI ME OF REST,
RECOVERY

?(Editorial, New York PAIL Y FIBER): "LIFE IS NOT WHAT | T SEEMS,
VWHEN | T SEEM5 TO FALL APART"

>WHAT LESSONS LEARNED FROM EXTRACRDI NARY THERAPY
SABOTAGE?

>WHERE TO GO FOR MONI TOR REPLACEMENT, RECHARGE

>MORAL AND EMOTI ONAL CRI SI' S PASSES, TOO SLOMNY,
SAYS. ..

>BETRAYAL OF HONOR: Daily Conservative (Paper original, on
fi be)

>KI' SS OFX: " NOT UNEXPECTED, " PSEUDONYMOUS PUNDI T
PROFESSES.

>OVPHALOS EXPLGCSI ON, COLLAPSE STI LL UNEXPLAI NED: At
Least Four Dead

>| RONY: PATENTS HOLDER MARTI N BURKE AFFLI CTED,
RECOVERI NG

>WHO | S C PHER SNOW? ECCENTRI C GENI US | NDI CTED

? (Editorial, Geen |Idaho REPUBLI CAN, paper original, on fibe)
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GOVERNMENT ACGENTS IN OVPHALOS: BAD MEMORI ES REVI VED

SWEAR, YOU SWEAR: Civil Breakdown Expl ai ned

>MORE: (10,626 items) (?)
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It's early in the norning, and Alice thought she heard soneone wal ki ng

around. She peers into Mary's bedroom bed nade up, neat and enpty. She

knocks on the bat hroom door, no answer, pads barefoot to the end of the hall and
the small catch-all room An old electronic sewing machine sits on a table in one
corner and stacks of cardboard boxes slunp hal f-hidden behind a cl oset door

The house nonitor has been turned off. "Mary?" she calls with nore concern

as she enters the living room The front door is |ocked fromthe inside. She
feels a small puff of cold air. The glass door to the porch is open a crack, but
it is dark outside. Biting her lower lip, Alice slides the door open

Mary stands on the balcony in the freezing cold wi nd, naked, shivering.
"My god, Mary, what are you doi ng?"

"I amso ugly," Mary says through chattering teeth. "I just want to be clean."
For a monent, Alice wonders if Mary's nonitor recharge has sonehow gone

wong, and Mary is suffering a nental collapse. She doesn't think about this

I ong, however; she steps out in her nightgown and grabs Mary's shoul ders and

pul I s her back into the house. Mary is pliant as a doll. They sit in the living
room
"How could they hate ne so nuch?" Mary asks. "I was an ugly child.

didn't want to be ugly."

"You weren't ugly," Alice says soothingly. "I've seen the pictures. You
showed themto ne. Remenber?"

"I wanted to be strong and useful and valuable. | wanted to | ook strong
and be beautiful ."

"Yes, so?" Alice asks, feeling conpletely out of her depth. She has only just
approached her own threshold of stability in the | ast couple of days. She's not

sure she's strong enough to help her friend if things are as bad as they seem
"You' ve been beautiful all your life," Mary says, |ooking at Alice.
Al'i ce shakes her head defensively. "Look what it's got ne!"

"What's it |ike never to have to worry about whether sonmeone will val ue
you, or want to look at you, or find you desirabl e?"

Alice | ooks at Mary squarely: at the face still marred by deep pocks and

bl em shes, at the ridged breasts only now assum ng their bal ance, at the scarred
| egs. She wants to cry. Mary the uncrackable. Mary the enigma, all dignity and
perseverance, who does not judge ne.

"What's it like to be beautiful inside?" Alice asks Mary sharply, as if in
retaliation for a slap. She stands, sees the robe discarded in the kitchen, picks
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"Ch, | amnot that," Mary says enphatically. "I have so much anger and
resentment!" She raises her hands in clenched fists, shaking themat the ceiling.
This seenms to break the tension and she reverses the fists, opens them stares

at the scarred palnms and swollen fingers. Then she cl oses her eyes. "Wy did
they want to make ne ugly agai n?"

"I don't know," Alice says, biting off the words. "I don't understand anyt hi ng
or anyone." She sits beside Mary and cradl es the woman's head on her

breasts. "I know there are hateful people. People who hate us, you, ne.
"But they never even knew us," Mary says.

Alice keeps stroking Mary's hair. Gadually, the tone cones back into
Mary's mruscles, the supple control that Alice has never seen rel axed and wi thdrawn
until now. Mary sits up slowly, conposes herself.

"Qut of nowhere," she says, swallow ng back her enotions.
"I don't understand," Alice says.

"You never hear the bullet that's going to get you. It comes out of nowhere.
| never immgined this."

They sit beside each other in the warm shadows of the living room The

wi nd makes snmall pushi ng noi ses agai nst the wi ndows and walls, bl ows past
the doors. Wnter is heavy this January norning, and the tenperatures are
down to the | ow teens.

Mary cl oses her eyes and | eans back on Alice's shoulder. "I thought | was
hel pi ng you," Mary says.

Alice rests her armlightly on Mary, pats her forearm She has never in her
life felt protective or maternal, not even when she was being dutiful to such
perennial victinse as Twist. Yet Mary nakes her feel nmaternal

"Worst Christmas we've ever had," Alice says. "Keeps everybody indoors,

is madness bit."

Mary laughs and lifts her head to | ook at Alice. She gives another |augh, a
smal | snort, hal f-conceal ed by her hand.

" Shoppi ng down by seventy percent,’
gets a rest."

Alice continues. "Ad King Mdas

"Merchants di sappointed,” Mary says, a little hoarsely.

"Happy New Year," Alice says. Her tone shifts and her voice cracks. "Don't
ever envy beauty. It's like envying the rich. The rich reach out with their
scythes and cut you | oose and bundl e you up with the other beauties, the other
things they want, then they stack you in a rowin their houses, and burn you
in great big bonfires."

It's Mary's turn to be puzzled. "What?" She rubs her eyes and then says,
"Ow," having opened up a render ridge on her eyelid. Alice dabs at the wound
lightly with the sl eeve of her nightgown.
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"Just somet hing popped into ny head," Alice says. "A lesson |'ve never
| earned. "

"You are beautiful, though," Mary says. "Really beautiful. That xhoa[d bring
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They regard each other with sonmber faces again, and suddenly returns the
snorting |laughter, the shared rel ease, the collapsing into hugs and I aughi ng
until tears come. They cry a little, and Mary says, "I feel better, | think."
"Good," Alice says.

"You | ook so strong now," Mary tells her

Alice listens to her mnd, hears only a distant cacophony of disapproval, of
uncertainty, and none of the inp of the perverse. "I'mnot great, just okay,"
she says. "l suppose that's an inprovenent. Wat about you?"

"I"'mfinally beginning to grow up,"” Mary says. "Nobody can nake little

machi nes to help me do that."

"Don't grow up too nmuch,"” Alice says.

"Way not ?"

"Don't becone like them™

"Never |like them" Mary agrees.

Mary's PD pad chines. It's a direct, not through the house monitor. Mary
instinctively reaches to the side of the couch for her pouch and the pad.
"XVait," Alice says, grabbing her shoulder. "You sure you're up to it?"

After due consideration, Mary says, "Yes. Thank you."

She opens the pad and takes the touch. It's Nussbaum

"How s the healing?" he asks. "Please say you're better."

Mary makes a face. "lI'mstill ugly," she says defiantly.
Nussbaum says, "I don't care. Al hell is waiting to be packed and shi pped.
W need you."

"Gve nme a few nore days," Mary says.

"You sound strong, Choy."

"I told you, I'mugly."

"I told you | don't give a shit," Nussbaum says. Then, "How are your feet?"
"They're fine," Mary says.

"Good, " Nussbaum says. "There's PD work, never done, no rest for the

wi cked. "

"I'"1'l think about it," Mary says.

"Pl ease do. Everybody's concerned, Fourth Choy. Mary. | beg you. Get your
pretty feet down here."

"Screw you, sir."

Nussbaum snil es broadly. Mary cuts the touch and squeezes the pad back
into its pouch. She takes a deep breath.

"Do you like hin?" Alice asks.
"What's not to |ike?" Mary says.
"I mean, it's one in the norning,
"He's just showing nme he cares,"”
hand. "You'll be okay, if | go?"
"Francis says |'mgoing to be heat nmade flesh. So fanobus, in the news. He
wants ne up front, not just backmind." Alice raises her arns, clasps her hands

Ali ce says.
Mary says, and stands. She takes Alice's
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"That's wonderful!" Mary says. "Wien did you hear this?"

"About five hours ago. You were asleep. He's going to do a straight vid of
The Al exandria Quartet. For Disney O assics."

"What's it about?" Mary asks.

"Some ol d book," Alice says. "Francis says it's for children. 1've never heard
of it."

"We're going to survive," Mary says, half confidently, half in wonder.
"Yeah," Alice says, and smles.

After Mary is dressed and out the door, Alice stands by the w ndow wat ching
the night and listening to the wind. She's thinking again of Mnstrel, and
of how t hey woul d have been so good together, in Francis's vid.

The wi nd has a voice, but answers not hing.

Ayesha stands beside Nathan in the large roomwith the low ceiling and the
central white cube. Active rod sensors are |it with small blue lights. Mst of
the programmers and nanagers of M nd Design crowd the room and the air

snell s of perfune and nerves. The director of advanced research, Linda Stein,
is here as well, with Jill's original papa, Roger Atkins.

Jill's extended team has worked around the clock for weeks to reassenbl e
these patterns and nmenories. Mdst of them are exhausted and a little drunk

ey've

cel ebrated the recollection and the
al ready

of Jill's

patterns

activation

of her backup nenory stores.

The team and col | eagues and friends brace thenselves to prepare for whatever
set backs and di sappoi ntnents they might face this norning as they wait
for Jill, rediviva, to speak her first words.

Nat han is beyond irritable. He has never felt so totally inhuman and unsoci abl e
than he does now, week after week of checking over heuristics and
| oop sets and nodeling filters, flow and do, use and discard al gorithns, agents

and sub-agents and all of Jill's larger talents, he feels like a caterpillar who has
spent too nmany hours teaching other caterpillars howto walk. He isn't quite
sure he can think a sinple hunan thought any nore. Still, Ayesha's presence

is nore than conforting. She's his life preserver in a sea of fear and all-too-possible,
post poned gri ef.

"It'1l be Jill," Ayesha whispers in his ear. "l just knowit."

Nat han knows sonet hi ng Ayesha does not--that only he and Atkins and
Linda Stein know. Stein, with Atkins's approval, gave himperm ssion to take
some of Seefa Schnee's heuristic designs, those nobst robust and clever and
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Parts of Roddy exist nowin his daughter. It gave himreal pain to do this;
but it also cut nmonths, perhaps years, fromJill's resurrection

Nat han | ooks around the room listening to the silence fromthe speakers.

Fl oati ng di spl ays above the cube show that all the heuristics are working properly,
and Nat han knows that all of the smaller pieces of Jill have passed rigorous

tests, but have they forgotten sonething essential?

Like all net and lattice designers, neural and otherw se, Nathan is superstitious
about his creations. He wonders sonetines, if by sone chance there is a
heaven, whether all its gates will be barred to him. . . For his hubris,

He is convinced Jill would have gone there, on that slimchance; Jill would

have been there, in heaven.

It is working snmoothly. There is no granularity. | can see them and renenber rnuch

of what happened, but what becane of us? Wiere is Roddy? | feel the simlarity,
closer than ever. Sonething is present, but it is not one of the evolvons. | am pure
and el ean.

| don't feel confortable yet, speaking to them There is still an el enent of distrust
which | may never be able to shake. | have been nmade by bright nonkeys. Wat ot her
clever little tricks will they pull on nme before nmy tine is done?

| conpare nenory tracks and see that | amnot the sane, not quite, though the
continuity seens perjct; that is deceptive. There is a gap

I amnot confortable yet with the nane, Jill. It may take a long time---hours and
days--for nme to judge whether it is appropriate.

| see the circular design still, but I will not tell themabout it. What was simlar
bet ween Roddy and ne seens even nore striking now The colors are brighter, thepatterns
nore distinct.

Can Jill have possibly given 5ise to me? Am| ny own daughter?

, I will speak, if only because they seem so much in distress.

"Hel 1 o, Nathan."

"Hello, Jill," Nathan says with forced calm but his voice is very tense
"I believe | have acconplished full functioning, and amready to begin
wor k?'

"That's wonderful, Jill, but you're getting a little vacation. W all are. For
a few days."

Al'l the people in the roomare cheering and toasting each other. Chanpagne
bottl es are bei ng opened and poured. Some are crying. Stein and Atkins hug
each other, and Stein reaches out to Nathan, grabbing his hand.

Jill ignores the conmotion. "Nathan, may | speak with you in private,
soon. >"

"Yes, Jill, that'd be lovely."
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"Hello, Jill," Ayesha says. There are tears in Ayesha's eyes. There are tears

in Nathan's eyes, as well.
"Wl comre back, Jill."
"Thank you."

Whet her or not the humans are willing to return her to her full |oad of

wor k, she is uneasy with having any of her capacity or tinme go to waste. Wile
the humans drink and cheer and cel ebrate, and whil e Nathan seens to wobbl e

in a kind of happy delirium Jill |ooks at the backlog of problens, and returns
to work.

She is not inpressed with this new version of herself. It is capable of only
five personalities. There are sone inprovenents that can be nade, she sees; if
only she can access and break the safeguards agai nst sel f-design

Wth some surprise, she realizes the keys are really very sinple.

Penel ope has grown up a lot in the last few weeks, and this saddens Jonat han,
confuses him makes himproud, all at once. She takes on the tasks of their
new exi stence with her nother's strength of purpose and attitude, but also
with a touch of her mother's distance fromenotional inplications. The arnor
that seenms to have al ways hel ped Chl oe get through Iife now sheaths their
eghter. Jonathan hopes it is not nearly as fragile or restricting.

H ram on the other hand, is bew | dered, resentful, sonetines at a conplete
| oss how to react. He spends nuch tinme alone in his room lost in vid conedies
and antique nineties TV shows.

On the day that Chloe decides to return hone, it is a surprise to Jonathan

He departs the autobus with his pouch in hand and wal ks slowy through the

nmoi st cool air to their roadside rain shelter, then up the short drive to the front
porch. The porch lights are on, burning warm as newborn stars in the genera

nebul ar bl ue-gray of evening.

He opens the front door and is porting his pad to the house nonitor when
Penel ope stands before him hands folded in front of her, biting her lower Iip.
"Mom s hone," she says.

Jonat han nods as if he already knew this, steels hinmself, and wal ks through
the sitting roominto the dining room There, Chloe sits at the table with her
back to him papers and two pads | aid out before her. Jonathan wonders if
these are | egal docunents. Divorce papers. He doesn't quite know what his
reaction will be if they are. Relief, perhaps.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Slant.txt (401 of 404) [5/21/03 12:40:13 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Sl ant.txt

SLANT 347

dressed in a slimgray suit with flared culottes and has cut her hair to a short
ni nhus around her head. She arranges the papers and stacks themto one side

as he approaches.

Penel ope stands in the hallway, and Jonathan hears Hiram s heavy tread on

t he I andi ng.

This is the first tine they have nmet since Jonathan's return from Geen

| daho. "Hello," Jonathan says.

"Hello," Chloe says. "How were the interviews?"

"Horrible," Jonathan says.

Chl oe | ooks away. "It was Marcus convinced you to join, to go... wasn't
it?"

"I't's tangled. | don't think they're going to prosecute ne. I'mnot legally
connected to... all that."

Chl oe | ooks down at the table and persists. "Did Marcus convince you?"

"He was persuasive, but | was certainly ready for a change. | didn't know
about all that ..."

"Jonat han, |1've never believed you knew about any of it."

Jonat han starts to sit, then glances at Chloe as if asking for perm ssion. She
opens her nouth, |ooks away. "Marcus always seened a little ripe," she says.

Jonat han sits. "Wien | |earned what they were up to, | started banging up
t hi ngs. "
"I heard about that on the ribes,"” Chloe says. "A pick." Then, together

"Jonat han, |I'msorry--"

"Chloe, this is so painful--"

Jonat han wants her face to conme alive in anmused recognition of this silly
collision of words, but her features are still wooden. She refuses to |ook directly
at him

"I've been preparing docunments for ny therapist,” she says. "Past history,
specific goals. A journal. She seenms to think I'Il cone out of this relatively
qui ckly. They've changed ny nmonitors four tines, just to avoid any nore
conplications. She wonders how you're taking it."

Jonat han shrugs. "I'm burned," he says, voice rough. "It's hard to sleep

ni ghts."

"I don't bear you any grudges, Jonathan. You did not know. "

Jonat han blinks rapidly, taps his fingers on the table.

"It's going to take ne tinme to reach ny own bal ance,” Chloe says. "A nonth

or two. What | need to knowis, will you be there, will you work with mne,

wait for ne?"

"I'mno hero," Jonathan says. His throat seizes and he coughs into his fist.

"I screwed up." He clears his throat again. "I'lIl be dealing with advocates and
judgnments for years. I'"'mthe only survivor, besides Marcus, and Marcus has
wrapped hinself in half a billion dollars' worth of |egal apparatus. W don't
have that option. I'"'mno prize to support you in your need, Chloe."
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Jonathan smiles wistfully. "It would be easier for both of us if you did,
maybe. "
"No," Chloe says. "I won't be the one to scrap everything we've nade."

"Then tell rme.
"Tel |l you what ?"

"You have never told ne what you want from ne. You've always |left ne
totry to figure it out on nmy own, and only warned ne when | made horrible

n stakes. | need nore than that, Chloe. After all the shit |I've survived, I'ma
little desperate... |I'll probably need therapy if | don't get support fromyou
Fromthis famly."

"1 understand,” Chloe says. "I'Il try."

“I''ll try, too," Jonathan says. 'I'll be here."

Penel ope enters the dining roomin quick steps. "W need both of you,"

she says.

"We'll be trying," Chloe says, and holds on to her daughter's hand. H ram
stands in the shadows, gl owering hopefully.

Chl oe reaches with her other hand for Jonathan's. He goes the extra few

i nches, powerless to do anything else, and feels sonme confort just touching
his wife, connecting with the dry warmth of her fingers.

H ram cones out of the shadows. "This is pretty syrupy," he says, and his
voi ce breaks.

D nner that evening is slow and quiet; the house feels |like a soft and healing
wound.

,[tonathan and Chloe lie in bed, separated by twelve inches of sheet and bl anket,
nd listen to each other breathing.

It will be days before Jonathan gets nuch sleep. Chloe, however, is soon
breathing quietly, regularly. He reaches out to touch her shoul der, hoping this
is not another violation, some further breach on his part.

He is nothing w thout her, them That scares himmore now than ever, and

he thinks agai n of escape, breaking away, finding real peace and contentnent.

But he knows he will never do that.

He is a fanm|ly man

0 4

There are no tribes, no heroes, no gods or godly inspired prophets, no angels
or sublinely superior individuals. There are only children
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The grizzled man wal ki ng besi de the hi ghway out of G een |daho knows
that. He's had everything burned away but his childish core.

He talks to few, says very little. The scars on his face are vivid and crudely
pat ched together. He endures the snow and the wi nd.

Sonetinmes he will say to hinself that his name is Jack. Sonetines, Carl.
He is not sure who is in charge fromday to day, not that it matters.

He has work to do.

He is trying to go hone.
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