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PROLOGUE
Metallovore
Black holes have wesather, of a sort.

Light streams from them. Blackness dwedlls at their cores, but friction heatsthe Mailing gas and dust.
These streams brim with forced radiation. Stormsworry them. White-hot tornadoes whirl and suck.

From the immense hole at the exact centre of the galaxy, avirulent glow hammers outward. It pushes
incessantly at the crowded massesthat circleit, jostling in their doomed orbits. Gravity's gullet forcesthe
sreamsinto adisk, churning ever inward. Suffering in the wegther.

The press of hot photonsisawind, driving al beforeit. Except for the grazers. To these photovores, the
great grinding disk isasource of food.

Fire-flowers blossom in the disk, sending up lashes of fierce ultraviolet. Storms of light.

Both above and below the accretion disk, in hovering clouds, these photons smash molecules to atoms,
strip atomsinto bare charge, whip particlesinto deet. The clouds are debris, dust, grains. They are
aready doomed by gravity'srub, like nearly everything here.

Nearly. To the gossamer, floating herdsthisisafountain. Therr life source.
Sheets of them hang, billowing with the e ectromagnetic winds. Basking in the sting. Holding steedly.

The photovores are patiently grazing. Some are Infras, others Ultras — tuned to soak up particular dices
of the e ectromagnetic spectrum.

Each species has a characteritic polish and shape. Each works within evolutionary necessity, deploying
great flat receptor planes. Each has a song, used to maintain orbit and angle.

Agang the wrathful weether here, informationisat least apartia defence. Postion-keeping telemetry flits
between the herd sheets. They sing luminoudly to each other in the eternal brimming day.

Hovering on the pressure of light, great wings of high-glaoss moly-sheet spread. Vectoring, skating on
winds, magnetic torquesin acomplex dynamica sum. Ruling forces govern their perpetud, gliding dance.
Thisis decreed by intelligences they scarcely sense, machinesthat prowl! the darker lanes farther out.

Those magisteria forms need the energies from thisfurnace, yet do not venture here. Thewise and
vauablerun norisks.

At timesthe herdsfail. Vast shimmering sheets ped away. Many are cast into the shrouded masses of
molecular clouds, which are themselves soon to boil away. Otherstollow ahelpless descending gyre.



Long before they could strike the brilliant disk, the hard glare dissolves their lattices. They burst open and
flarewith fata energies.

Now agreater threat spirdslazily down. It descends from the shelter of thick, turbulent dust. It letsitself
fal toward the governing mass, the black holeitself. Then it arrestsits descent with outstretched wings of
mirrors. They bank gracefully on the photon breeze.

Itslenses swivel to select prey. There apack of photovores has clumped, disregarding ageless
programming, or perhaps caught in amagnetic flux tube. The cause does not matter. The predator eases
down aong the axis of the galaxy itsdlf.

Here, navigation issmple. Far below, the rotational pole of the Eater of All Thingsisapinprick of
absolute black at the centre of adowly revolving, incandescent disk.

The clustered photovores sense adescending presence. Their vast sailing herds cleave, pedling back to
reved deeper planes of burnt-gold light seekers. They dl live to ingest light and excrete microwave
beams. Their internd world revolves around ingestion, considered digestion, and orderly excretion.

These placid conduits now flee. But those clumped near the axis have little angular momentum, and
cannot pivot on amagnetic fulcrum. Dimly they sensetheir destiny. Their hissing microwaves waver.

Some plunge downward, hoping that the predator will not follow so close to the Eater. Others cluster
ever more, asif numbers give safety. The oppositeistrue.

The metdlovore foldsits mirror wings. Now angular and swift, acceerating, it mashesafew of the herd
onits carapace. It scoopsthem in with flux lines. Metal harvestersrip the photovores. Shreds rush down
burnt-black tunndls. Electrodtatic fidlds separate d ements and aloys.

Fusion fires await the ruined carcasses. There the separation can be exquiditely tuned, yielding pure ingots
of any aloy desired. Inthe last analyss, the ultimate resources here are mass and light. The photovores
lived for light, and now they end as mass.

The deck metallovore never deignsto notice the layers of multitudes pedling back, their gigahertz cries of
panic. They are plankton. It ingests them without registering their songs, their pain, their mortal fears.

Y et the metalovore, too, is part of an intricate balance. If it and its kind were logt, the community orbiting
the Eater would decay to aless diverse state, one of monotonous smplicity, unable to adjust to the
Eater's vagaries. Less energy would be harnessed, less mass recovered.

The metallovore prunes less efficient photovores. Its ancient codes, sharpened over time by natural
selection, prefer the weak. Those who have dipped into unproductive orbits are easier to catch. It so
prefers the savour of those who have dlowed their receptor planes to tarnish with succulent trace
elements, spewed up by the hot accretion disk below. The metalovore spots these by their mottled,

dusky hue.
Each frying ingtant, millions of such smal deeths shape the mechsphere.

Predators abound, and parasites. Here and there on the metallovore's polished skin are limpets and
barnacles. These lumps of orange-brown and soiled yellow feed on chance debrisfrom the prey. They
can lick at the passing winds of matter and light. They purge the metalovore of unwanted e ements—
wreckage and dust that can jam even the most robust mechanisms, giventime.

All thisintricacy floats on the pressure of photons. Light isthe fluid here, spilling up from the blistering
sormsfar below in the great grinding disk. Thisrich harvest supports the mechsphere that stretches for



hundreds of cubic light-years, its sectors and spans like armatures of an unimaginable city.
All this, centred on a core of black oblivion, the dark font of vast wedth.

Inside the rim of the garish disk, obliviousto the weather here, whirls a curious blotchy distortion in the
fabric of space and time. It is caled by some the Wedge, for theway it isjammed in so close. Others
termit the Labyrinth.

It ssemsto beasmdl refraction in the howling virulence. Sitting on the very brink of annihilation, it
advertisssits artificia insolence.

Yet it lives on. The mote orbits perpetudly beside the most awful natura abyssin the galaxy: the Eater of
All Things

An Abyssof Time

Interior sate: a place cloudliess and smooth, without definition:
The mechanicals are converging, Nigdl.

"You fed them?'

Clearly. They can now manifest themsalvesin magnetic vortices.
"Bloody dexterous, they are.”

| can fed them. Something bad is coming.

"Thanks for the warning, m'love. But I've got to bring the lad Toby up to speed, and it'll take awhile."
Thereisnothing you could do for me anyway.

He smiled without mirth. "All too true.”

| will dert you if the energy densities change for theworse,

He nodded and the space without definition vanished.

He was back in abare room, sitting opposite ayoung man, trying to frame the immense story that had led
him to this moment.

— nothing you could do —

He remembered another time, long ago.

He and Carlos stood on adry ridge of bare rock and looked out over aplain. Thiswas not aworld at all
but a convoluted wraparound of space-timeitself. Its sky curved overhead, abowl of scrub desert.

Still, it felt likeaplacetolive. A remarkable, dien-made refuge. Dirt, air, odd but acceptable plants.

They talked about finding away to live here, in ahard, dry place twisted and dive in away that rock was
not.

Carlos had just made a good joke and Nigel laughed, relaxed and easy, and then Carlos plunged
forward, his shoulder striking Nigdl's arm. Carlos went down with his head tilted back, asif hewere



looking up at the sky, aquizzica expression flickering as the head brushed by Nigel and down and hit
facefirst on the baked dirt. Carlos had not lifted his hands to bresk the fall. He did afoot as he struck.

The noisethat had garted it dl was ugly. It seemed to condense out of the air, a soft thump like an axe
gnking into arotten sump.

As Carlos pitched forward something rose from his back, ageyser of skin and frothy blood. It spattered
over the back of the tunic asthe body smacked into the dirt. The thump, Nigd realised later, wasthe
compact explosion of eectromagnetic energy, targeted afew centimetres below the skin.

AsNigd dropped to lower his profile he got agood look at Carlos. One was enough. Then he ran, bent
over, hearing the harsh following buzz of the e ectromagnetic pulse tapering away as he zigzagged behind
some jagged boulders.

Too much open space and too little shelter. He squatted and could not see what had fired the shot.
Carloslay flat without atwitch.

Nothing happened. No following pulses.

Nigel replayed the images as he waited. A spout of rosy blood from acircle punched high in the spine.
Absolutely dead centre, four centimetres below the neck. Kilojoules of energy focused to apot the size
of afingernal.

That much energy delivered so precisaly would have done the job even if it hit the hip or gut. Delivered
so exactly, it burst the big axis, plowing massive pressures through the spinal fluid — a sudden breeze
blowing out acandle, the brain going black in amillisecond.

Carlos had gone down boneless, erased. A soft, liquid thump, then eternal silence.
Nigel held up his hand and watched it tremble for awhile. Enough waiting.

Heworked hisway dong the ridge-line. The pulse had come from behind Carlos and he kept plenty of
rock between him and that direction. He got to Carlos and studied the face from behind a boul der
nearby. The head was cocked to one side. Eyes still open, mouth seeping moisture into the dry dirt. The
eyesweretheworst, staring into an infinity nobody glimpses more than once.

Goodbye, friend. We had our arguments, but we came thirty thousand light-year s together. And
now | can't do a damn thing for you.

Something moved to hisright. He pulled out a pulse gun and fired at it but the target was a gossamer ball
of motes. A Higher, or rather, alocal manifestation of one.

It flickered, spun, and said in alow, bassvoice, "Weregret."
"Youdidthis?'

"No. A mechanical form, termed the Mantis."

"And who'reyou?'

"That would beimpossibleto say.”

"Isthis Mantis after me, too?"'

"I will protect you."



"You didn't do agrest job for Carlos.”

"| arrived heredightly late”

"Sightly?"

"Y oumug forgive errors. We arefinite, dl." "Damn finite."

"The Mantiswas harvesting Carlos. Heis saved." "Y ou mean stored?’ "To mechanicdsit isthe same
thing." "Not to us. | thought we'd be safein thisplace, thisLair." "No placeissafe. Thisissafer.” "What'll
kill aMantis?' "There was nothing you could do.” Nigel Wamdey cursed the mote cloud, hisfury going
into fruitlesswords.

"Nothing you could do," he muttered to himself.

Do not belabour the past so.

Nikkasfrail voice resounded in his sensorium. "There's so much of it."

Pay attention to the young man before you. Heisakey to saving us.

Nigel sghed. "I grow old, | grow old —"

| shdl wear my trousersrolled — yes, | know the poem. Get on with it, Nigdl!

He nodded and dropped out of the interior space of smooth blankness. It was pleasant to retire to that
cool, interior vault. Perhaps the old solidly good point to the augmentations he had gained through
centuries; the quietness of agood, old-fashioned library. Where most of the people were books.

Very wdl, then. Back into the grainy. Thered. The delicioudy dangerous.

PART ONE
Wondrous Ruins

ONE
Half Vast

An old man sat and told ayoung man astory. As stories go it was long and angular, with itsown
momentary graces and clumsy logic, much theway lifeis.

"What isthis place?' Toby asked. "Thismountain?'

Nigel Wamdey leaned back in awebbing that shaped itself to him. He was nude, leathery. The lattice of
his ribs made him look as though he had abarrel chest, but that was because he was gaunt with age.

He had reached the phase when life reduces aman to the essentiass. For packaging, skin like brown
butcher's paper. Muscles like motors, lodged in lumps along the bone-girders. Knobby elbows and
knees, so round they seemed to encase oiled ball bearings. Sockets at the shoulder and hip, bulging
beneath the dry parchment skin. Eyes blue and quick, glittering like micain the bareface. A jaw chisdled
above a scrawny neck. Cheekbones high and jutting like blades above the thin, paelips. An oddly tilted
amile, playing mischievoudy.

"It's popularly termed the Magnetic Mountain, though | have rather amore persona namefor it."



"Y ou're from aplanet near True Centre?"

"No no, I'm from Earth."

"What?Y ou said before that you were Family Brit. | — "

"A jest. In my timethere weren't Familiesin the way you mean. The Brits were anation — much bigger.”

"How much bigger?' Toby had heard Earth invoked, of course, but it was aname from far antiquity.
Mesaningless. Probably just alegend, like Eden and Rome.

"] doubt thet al the Families surviving a Galactic Centre number atenth what the Britsdid."
“Thet many?"

"Hard to estimate, of course. There are layers and folds and hideaways aplenty in the esty.”
"Brits must be powerful .

Wamdey pursed hislips, bemused. "Um. Alas, through the power of the word, mostly."”

Toby had no idea how many people till lived, after al the death he had seen. He had come hereon a
long journey, fleeing the mechs. Through it dl, to al sdesand in hiswake, mechs had cut swaths through
al the humansthey could find. The daughter reminded him of the retreat from the Caamity, thefal of
Citadel Bishop: alandscape of congtant dying.

But the butchery was now far gregter. Devoting So much energy to hunting vermin humans was unusud
for mechs. Mostly they didn't care; humans were pests, no more. Thistimethey clearly were after Toby
in particular. So the deaths behind him weighed on him al the more. He was only dowly coming to fed
the meaning of that. It was athing beyond words or consolations.

"Ummm." Wamdey seemed pengive, eyescrinkling. "Usudly | felt there were too few Brits, too many of
everybody dse”

"Family Brit must've been huge."
"We reproduced quickly enough. Didn't have the radiation you suffer through here.”
"We're protected from that, my father said.”

"Theresalimit to what genetic tinkering can do. Organic cellsfal apart easly. Part of their beauty, redly.
Makes them evolve quicker."

"Most of our Citadel was underground, to help—"

"Somewnhat useful, of course. But the tillbirths, the deformities ... " Wamdey's bony face creased with
painful memories

"Wdl, sure, thet'slife
"Life next door to thishdl hole, true."

"The Eater?' Toby had grown up with the Eater, aglowering eye rimmed in angry reds and sullen burnt
browns. It had been as bright as Snowglade's own sun. "Living near it was pretty ordinary.”

Wamdey laughed heartily, not the aged cackle Toby would have expected. "Trust me, there are better



neighbourhoods."

" Snowglade was good enough for me," Toby said defensively.
"Ahyes. We gave the chess familiesagood world, | recal.”
"Gave?You?'

" am rather older than you may suppose.”

"But you couldn't be—"

"Could and am. I've stretched matters out, of course. Had to. | fetched up at the very bottom of this
steep gravitationa gradient, along thedadtictimeine—"

"The un...?"

"Sorry, that's an old way of talking. | mean, thisisa stable point, this esty. Were in adescended Lane,
onewheretimerunsvery dowly. | —"

"Sow?" Maybe thiswaswhy Toby had been having trouble with hisinternal clock. When he had been
near their ship Argo his systemslagged the ship's, if he went too far into the city beyond. He could never
trace the cause. He checked it reflexively, ticking ong steedily if he looked far down into the corner of
hisleft eye and blinked. There: 14:27:33. "Measured by what?'

"Good point. Measured with respect to the flat space-time outside, far from the black hole.”
"So thisisakind of time storage place?!

"Indeed. I've stored myself here, one might say. And there are other things, many others, thisfar deepin
theedy."

"When did you do it?"

Toby wastrying to place this dried-up old man in the pantheon of Family Bishop legend, but the very
idea seemed alaugh. The men and women who had started the Families, at the very beginning of the
Hunker Down, had been wise and far-sighted. The founding fathers and mothers. Better than anybody
alivetoday, that was pretty clear. And for sure they wore clothes.

"Before the 'Hunker Down.' Well before. | spent agreat whilein Lanes squirrelled away, deep, letting
time passoutsgde.”

"S0 you weren't actudly doing anything?'

"If you mean, did | get out occasionaly, yes. To the early Chanddiers, in fact. On my last excursion, to
severa worlds”

Toby snorted scornfully. ™Y ou expect meto swallow that?' His Aspects were trying to pipein with some
backup information, but he was confused enough already.

Wamdey yawned, not the reaction of wounded innocence Toby had expected of a practised liar.
"Materslittleif you dont.”

A sudden suspicion struck him. "Y ou were around in the Great Times?"



"Asthey're cdled, yes. Not al that greet, redly.”

"Weruled herethen, right?' That was the drift of countless storiesfrom Citadel Bishop days. Humanity
triumphant. Then thefall, the Hunker Down, and worse &fter.

"Nonsense. Ratsin thewall, even then. Just ahigher classof rat."

"My grandfather sad—"

"Legends are works of fiction, remember.”

"But we must've been grest, really greet, to even build the Chanddiers.”
"Weresmat rats, I'll giveyou that.”

Not trying to hide his disbelief, Toby asked, " You helped build those? | mean, | visited one— was
booby-trapped. Derdlict, sure, but beautiful, bigand — "

"The grunt labour was done by others, redly, from Earth.”

Toby snorted in disbdlief. Wamdey cocked an eye. "Think I'm pulling your leg?’
"What'sthat mean?’

"That I'm having youon.” A crinkled grin.

Toby frowned doubtfully, glancing at hisleg.

"Thatis, I'mjoking."

"Oh. But— Earth'salegend.”

"True enough, but some legends still walk and talk. These legends were of the second wave, actudly, us
being thefirst. Whole bloody fleet of ramscoops, better than the mech ship we'd hauled in on. Smart
ras”

Toby nodded dowly. Why would this dried-up runt lie?

So Earthers had built the Chanddiers? Maybe Earthers weren't mythica folk, after al. They probably
redlly ran things during the Great Times, then, too. But for sure nobody like thiswrinkled dwarf could
have. "Uh huh. Soit's Earther tech in the Chanddiers.”

"Polyglot tech, redly — mech, Earthborn, plenty of things dapped together."
"By who?' Toby gtill wasn'timpressed with this dwarf.

"By us. Humanity. The Earthers who came in the second wave were till, | suppose, the same species as
us. But ... " A strange melancholy flickered in hisface. "Different. Much ... better.”

"Better at tech?'

"More than that. Dead on, they were beyond merdly impressive. Made miracles, just tinkering with the
huge range of gear they — we — captured down through centuries. Othersdid it, | mean — | tired of
tech quite sometime ago.”

Toby sniffed. "Knowing techtricksis same as breathing, to Bishops.”



"True enough, down on the planets. The second-wave 'Earthers,” as you cal them, they were important,
mind. My wife, Nikka, used to say our problems were vast — and Earthers brought us plenty of
half-vast solutions”

Toby wasn't used to this man's deadpan way of making jokes. Bishops were more the thigh-dapper
type. "Brit breed, you are," he said reluctantly. No geezer was going to put one over on him, but
something finaly made him believe Wamdey was from Earth. Maybe it was the fact that Wamdey didn't
seem to care very much whether he did or not.

"The second wave boosted our numbers— which the mechs were ways trimming, shall we say.”
"BEventhen?'

"Always and forever. A few interludes of cooperation, but we weretolerated at best. For awhile, we
could movefairly fredy near True Centre. They swatted us when they noticed us. We had plenty of help
from the Old Ones, timeto time. Capricious, but crucid.”

"Old Ones?'

"They were aform of intelligence descended from clay.”

"Clay? From dirt?'

"Electrostatic energy storage, in clay beds with saline solutions— on old seashores, | gather.”

Now Toby was annoyed. "Y ou being from Earth, | can maybe bdieve that, but living dirt? Y ou must
think —"

"They camefirg of dl. Haveasquint.”

A three-dimensiona plot shimmered in Toby's sensorium. He sectioned it to read in 2D, which collgpsed
the nuancesinto asmple diagram. "Complexity?'

"The specidigtsterm it 'structure complexity.' Clays built up complicated lattices that could replicate
themselves. Harvested piezoelectrical currents, driven by pressuresin crystas. Later on, they alowed
agaeto capture sunlight. They drew off the energy, rather like farmers.”

Toby had not the dightest idea how to take all thisin. "So ... dirt life, that'sthe Old Ones?’

"Combined with magnetic structures, yes. Bit hard to describe, that ancient wedding. All long ago, of
course.”

Toby gazed at the immense eras represented by smplelines, biologica beings coming after the clays,
intersecting the 'magnetics kingdom', and then mystifying lineslabelled 'Earth biologicas. Of 'memes and
'kenes he knew nothing. From the time axis he guessed that al this had sarted over twelve billion years
ago, when — what? the whole universe? — began.

Shaken by theimplications of the smple diagram, he did not venture into the other dimensions, which
expanded this smple 2D aong axes of 'fitness and "pattern depth’ and 'netplex’ and other terms he could
not even read. Better get back to something smple.

"Then ... how'd you get herein thefirst place?

"Stoleaship, actudly. Mech, fast cruiser.”



Toby had never heard of anyone doing something so audacious. It had been hard enough for the Bishops
to use an old human craft, Argo. "Stoleit? And just walked into True Centre, easy as you please?"

"Umm, not quite." Wamdey'seyeswerefar away. "See, thisishow it was."

TWO
The Place of Angry Gods

Y ou've got to remember, fird, that we were limping aong in an outdated mech ship. Dead dow,
compared to what's zipping around here now. A ramscoop, big blue-whitetail dead straight, scratched
across space.

Far better than our Earth ship had been, the knocked-together old Lancer . Bravely named, it was, but
venturing out into the nearby starsthat way waslike Indians trying to explore Europe using birch bark
canoes. The wrong way round, historically and technicaly.

Y 'see, the mechs had explored us pretty well. They'd been in the solar system along time ago, millions of
years back. Some earlier, carbon-based life had fought a battle near Earth, against mechs. Presumably
defending Earth when the primates were still sharpening their wits, edging up on being Homo sap.

They |eft acrashed starship on the moon. That's how we knew this conflict had been going long before
us. My wife, Nikka, wasin on that. | came dong later. Ancient history.

We went out together in the first human starship, Lancer . Got hammered by mechs. Bardly survived.
Then we got lucky, stole amech ship.

— Ah! Blithe under statement, quite Brit. In truth, there were two cowed alien species huddling
beneath the ice of that world. Beings who could see electromagnetically in the microwave region.
Turned out they'd been the cause of a wreck we'd found on our own moon, one I'd picked through,
been changed by. | wanted so much to know what they were, how they thought.

But there were others, too. Whale-like things that glided serenely through murky depths, warmed
by a radioactive core they had assembled in the moon's core.

All immensely strange, yet all allies against the mech Watcher that loomed above. Together, two
alien kind plus the constantly chattering chimpanzees, they attacked the Watcher and captured it.
Sounds so easy now ...

Um? Oh, sorry, must've let the mind wander. The mech ship?

Outfitted it with our gear, the life support equipment — anything that survived after the mechstore into
Lancer. Hard work.

Bravo. What next?

Therewe sat, ascrawny distance out from our home star. Lots of the crew — the surviving crew, rather
— wanted to head home.

| saw no poaint. | was old enough by then to have very littleleft to lose. And littleinvested in grand old
Earth, either — no children, or even closerelatives.

But we knew Earth had already been attacked by mechs. Used a clever weapon, fish-like aiens dumped



into our seas. Should we go back to help?

— and augh! The arguments that caused. | had to admit the other side had a point, save the home world
and al that. So we compromised. Built arobot starship, usng mech bits. Tricky, that. Then we packed it
full of mechtech. Let Earth make use of itstricks, wefigured.

Some wanted to go adong, no less. Classic Wagnerian gesture— al emotion, no reason. Too risky.

So we dispatched it to Earth, crawling dong at atwentieth of light speed. Best we could manage, I'm
afrad.

Intruth, | wanted to stay there, commune with the two species il living beneath the moon'sice. But
there was the other faction ...

Nikkaand | had dliesin the crew. We hated the mechs, wanted to do something. Follow thisriddleto
the end. So we sat sail — if that quaint term includes boosting up to within ahair'swidth of light speed.

Straight inward. To the Centre.

Took nearly thirty thousand yearsto get here— but that's measured in the rest frame of the galaxy. What
somecdl 'red' time. But dl inertid frames areredly equivalent, y'’know. We proved thet. Only diff isthe
clocksran dow on our craft. Plus, we had colddeep.

Sotomeitwasasif | had gone through severa comfy afternoon snoozes, waking just for medica
checkups and the odd message to send. My turn to patrol the ship, fix things. Londly experience. My
friends frozen tiff. |, clumping about in agtolen, alien machine. Hurtling down a corridor of rdativigtic
refractionslike atunne lined by rainbows. Quite striking. Frightening, too, no matter how well you
fathomed the physics.

| had rigged — well, Nikka rigged; she was awonder — an infrared transmitter. Messages for Earth,
squirted them off every thousand light-years or so. Keegping them up to date on what we'd found — data,
reamsof it. Plusabit of rah-rah from me. | was hoping they were il there, redly. It seemed likeasmall
gesture at thetime, only found out much later how important it was.

Then, presto physico — there was the Centre, glowing like a crass advert out the window. Convenient,
these mech devices. Makes one wonder if their designers appreciate them. Pity, if they're wasted on
creatures who don't relish the delights they can bring.

The Centre? Well, today you can't seeit theway | did.
The Old Ones were dready there, and more evident than they are now.

We camein along an instreaming flow, to pick up even more speed. The Centre was a perpetua
firework. Arcing aboveit likeavast triumphal arch was abraided fireriver. Bristling with gold and
orange and sulphurous yelows, it was. Ferocious stuff. The gravitational potentia of the black hole,
expressed as ruby-hot gas, plasmafilaments, incandescences light-years long.

I'd expected those. From Earth, the Very Large Array had mapped the long, curving arcs that diced
graight up through the galactic plane. They hung a hundred light-years out from the True Centre. There
were others, too, filmy laces— dl lit by gigantic currents.

Gdactic neon lights, they were, the specidists decided. But why so thin and long?— severa hundred
light-yearslong, some, and barely half alight-year wide.



Aswe got closer, we could make out those filaments— not in the radio waves, but the optical.
Dazzling. So clean, so obligingly orderly. Could they be some colossal power source? A transportation
corridor, an unimaginable kind of freeway? What — or who — would need that much room to get
around?

They hung there like great ruddy announcementsin the sky. But for what? A religious monument? An
dien equivaent of the crucifix, beaming itseternd promise acrossthe entire gdaxy?

Weall thought of these possibilities as our ship — agreat kluggy old thing, with streets of room
compared with Lancer — plunged on through murky dust clouds, hot star-forming regions, the lot —
hammering inward hard and swift, like an old dog heading home at last. Its navigational gear wassSmple,
direct — and had a setting built in for the True Centre.

Think about that. Thiswas one of its Sandard destinations.

Easy to seewhy, in retrospect. Energy dengity. A blaze of light. Proton deet. Huge plasma currents. Just
the place for ahungry mech. Thefeeding trough.

Mostly | had thought of True Centre asasort of jewe box, with stars packed in and glowing like
emeralds, rubies, hot sapphires— al circling nestly around the black hole. Which had quite properly
eaten up the nasty dust long ago, of course, leaving this pleasing array of finery.

Or s0 the astronomers thought. Never trust in theories, m'lad, if they're thought up by typeswho work in
offices.

What? Oh, offices are boxes where people work — no, not actua |abour, heavy lifting or anything, more
like— let's pass over that, eh?

Y'see, I'd forgotten that with several million starsjammed into afew light-years, there are collisions,
abrasions. And plenty of shrapndl.

Aswe got closer we could see the brawl. Fat, wobbly starsflaring like angry gods, spewing red tongues.
They were the children of awful marriages, when two stars had collided, merged, and falen into the same
oblate quarrel.

Y ou could see others about to go at it — circling each other, loops of gas flung between them like insults.
Even worse cases, t0o, as we got to see the outer edge of the accretion disk. Stars ripped open, spilled,
smdted down into fusing globs. They lit up the dark, orbiting masses of debrisliketiny crimson match
headsflaring in afilthy cod sack.

Amid dl that were the strangest stars of dl. Fast ones, they were. Each half-covered by a hemispherical
mask. The mask gave off infrared and it took me awhile to fathom what was going on.

See, the hemispherica mask hung a afixed distance from the star. It hovered on light, gravity just
bal ancing the outward light pressure. The mask reflected half the star's flux back on it — turning up the
heat on the cooker. That made the poor star send pretty arcs and jets of mass out, too. Which probably

helped the purpose of it dl.

Light escaped fredly on one side. The mask bottled it up on the other. That pushed the star toward the
mask. But the mask was bound to the star by gravitation. It adjusted, kept the right distance. Asfar as
the wretched star knew, however, it was able to gect light in only onedirection. So it recoiled in the

opposite way.
Somebody was herding these stars. Those masks made them into fusion-photon engines. Sluggish, but



effective. And the herd was headed for the accretion disk.
Somebody was helping aong the black hol€'s appetite.

Who could do such engineering? No timeto find out, just then.
We were getting closer. Heating up. Bloody awful hot, it was.

And now, after dl those years, communications traffic was coursing through the ship's receivers. Chirps,
beeps, densethickets of blindingly fast code.

Clearly, sgndsintended for the mechs who had run the ship. How should we respond?

Wewere il dithering when arather basic truth got pointed out to us. The ship didn't just ferry mechs
about. It was amech.

It had carried higher levels of mechs, sure. But it was till amember of thetribe, of sorts.

Aswe approached, the course selection we had made ran out. We decelerated, hard. The magnetic
throat, which dwarfed the actual ship, compressed. Then it tilted, so that incoming plasmahit usat an
angle. That turned the whole ship — and such agroaning, popping, shrieking manoeuvre I've never
heard. Clearly, the mechs weren't sensitive to acoustics.

We nearly went desf. It |asted aweek.

But it worked. Turned the ship clean around, swapping ends so the fusion jet played out front of us now.
That back-flow protected us from the solid junk in the way — burnt it to a crisp, cooked it into ionsfor
the driveitsdf.

The throat was now aft of us, but the magnetic field linesfetched afraction of the debris around, and
stuffed it into the maw of the great, fat craft. Fusion burnersrattled the plates, heated the air — but our
life support laboured through.

A miracle, considering. There was plenty of power, so werigged better air conditioners. Bit of hard
work, that, in the stifling heat. Trouble was, where to dump the excess heat? Refrigerators don't abolish
heet, they just moveit.

Wefindly resorted to using some of the mech wegpons. Lasers, they were, but they looked more like
monstrous sewer pipes. Immense, corpulent gadgets.

Trick about lasersis, they radiate better than anything naturd. Higher brightness temperature, in the
jargon. To lose energy to your surroundings, you must have something hotter than they are. Lasers could
do that. So we dumped the excess heat of deceleration into converters. And then into the drivers of the
lasersthemselves. The ship started projecting beams of cutting power, shedding our energy.

Which made us even more conspicuous. And terrified. Was our ship reporting to its superiorsthat it had
vermin aboard? We adventurersfelt pretty damned small.

We dowed hard — one and ahdf Earth gravities. Dicey. It was very much like being permanently
obese, without any of the pleasure of having gotten that way. We arranged supply vats and made pools
of water. Floated there for days, just to escape the weight.

Findly the view cleared. The fuson drive worked up to higher energies aswe dowed. It became
trangparent in the optical, so we could see through the plume. First in the reds— odd vision, that.



We could clearly make out desth, awhole great wall of it. Making haste toward us.

Asfor what it waslike ...

THREE
Church Mice

"Liketrying to take adrink out of abloody firehose," Nigd sad.

"What is?' Nikkawas ill thin and pae but her black eyes glinted like living marbles, with amused
intelligence.

"Processing this damned data." Nigel craned his neck to takein the full wall. Its glittering micasurfaces
were canted a anglesjust out of true, in mysterious mech fashion.

On these faces played different views around their ship. Gaudy sprays of ionised gas. Molecular clouds,
inky-black at the core whilefires played at their ravaged skins. Stars brimming full, scorching the billows
of angry gasthat muffled them.

And directly ahead, awall of furious mass bailing out from the True Centre of the galaxy. Headed toward
them.

"Like asupernovaremnant,” Nikkasaid from her console. Sheinsisted on working. Her Japanese
heritage, she said, constant addiction to the harness. When you love awoman, Nigel redlised, you take
the obsessons aong with the rest. Much as she had with him. And in his opinion, she had gotten the
worgt of the deal. He was not getting easier to live with.

Nigel frowned. "Lookslike the hand of God about to swat afly."
"Now there's atheory that hadn't occurred to me."
"Seemslikdy. Going pretty fagt, that Suff is"

"The Dopplers show plenty of hydrogen moving at around four hundred twenty kilometres per second,”
sheread off crisply.

"Hard to see why God would bother to swat us." Shock waves played like burnt-gold filigrees al across
the face of the outrushing wall.

Nikkachuckled. "Y ou take even astrophysics personaly.”

"And why not? Makes it easier to remember thejargon.”

"Egomania, perhgps?’

"Probably. Still, there's plenty else for God to go after around here. We're pretty dull in comparison.”
"Elephant rolling over initsdeep, then,” Nikka said.

Her laconic logic had dways amused him. How could he not love awoman who could be more clipped
and wry than he?"Ummm?"

"In old Kyoto days, my father told us astory about a man who thought he would be safe from the ssorm
if he dept next to an eephant. For shelter.”



"l see. Just because the big survive—"
"Wait, here are the pardlax readings.” Shewasadl business again.

Nigel studied the strange, tilted facets of the wall display. He had never seen the purpose of angling them
s0. Fresnel mirrors, herecaled. An old lab experiment, one he had done on a cold winter morning in
lab at Cambridge. Creaky equipment, ancient clamps and lenses from mid-nineteenth century. He had
doneitinjig time, then packed it in for someteaand billiards.

But he could till recall how it worked. Canting planes dightly askew, so that light reflected back and
forth. That formed interference wedges. Retained the phase information in the light waves. Clever.
Somehow the mechs had started up this classic effect into a dazzling many-visioned optical smorgasbord.

And in one of the oblong pands he now saw arapidly swelling nodule, cod-black and lumpy.
Furnace-red brilliance danced behind it.

"That front is closer than | thought,” Nikkasaid. "Only afew hours away."
"Itl crack usfor sure," Nige said.
She nodded. "We can't boost to that speed. We've barely dowed to local zero.”

In the stegpening potentials near True Centre, masses following gravity's gavotte svung a enormous
Speeds. 'Loca zero' just meant the orbital speed of thisregion. It was safer, they figured, to keep closeto
that speed while they tried to understand the fireworks further in. Church mice venture under the dinner
table a their own peril, especidly if the diners are wearing hobnail boots.

"We can't run," Nigd said, eyeing the pands. "So we hide."

Shefollowed his scrutiny. " Among this debris?’

"Had my eye on that blob over there." An asteroid-sized rock.

"Why thet one?’

"| got astrange echo-answer from it when | did animmediate areasurvey.”
Sheglanced a him. "Thisanother hunch?

"That'sal | ever have."

"A solid mass, good shidding. But there are closer ones.”

"Something about it. A memory." He did not himself know what made him choose the tumbling stone. Its
answer had made him think of the Snark, that old shambling representative of the mechs, long ago. But
why should that be agood sign?

She studied the bewildering array of information on the mech-made panel. He admired how she had
puzzled out the mech diagnostics, jimmied them into yielding up the quantities humansliked to use.
Brilliant, she was, and could flit among them asif they were perfectly natura, when at base they were
skewed, dien. The underlying point, he supposed, was that the laws of mechanics and fields have an
internd logic of their own. Any intelligence shapesitsdlf to that blunt fact. In the end, the universe molded
its children. Mind, as crusty old Wittgenstein would no doubt have remarked, was cut like a suit of
clothes, into contours not born in the cloth itself.



The thought brought fretful memories. Why, then, did life, inits myriad morta forms, spend so much of
itsdf in dasheswith itsfellows?

"You'resure?' Nikkasface was astudy in scepticism.

Helaughed. "Bloody hdl, of course not.”

FOUR
Alexandria

The others— younger, a shade more foolish— went in first. The dowly revolving chunk was oddly
black for the centre of the gdaxy, where fire and fury prevailed, garish and showy. A cinder from some
earlier catastrophe, perhaps. The black hole further in— still unseeable, behind the outrushing violence
about to smash into them all — had left many hulks orbiting, burnished and stripped by scouring bursts of
intense radiation.

Dry astrophysics, rendered forth as casua violences.

In his skinsuit, Nigel edged into the deep crevasse they had found. The crew had elected to moor their
ship over the crevasse mouth. Then they wormed further in, to escape the shock waves that were now
mere minutes away. The ship had baked, trying to restart its engines, resume its programmed course.
Nikka had defeated its executive functions, perhaps even silenced its darms. But she could not be sure

Suited up and in zero gravitiesagain, Nigd fdt hisold sdf returning. He had once been an astronalt, after
al — aword now ancient beyond comprehension. Was Earth till there?

A certain springy youth returned. He bristled with energy.

It was difficult to feel theimpact of desiccated physics, he reflected. The combination of the colddeep
dotsand the stretched time of specid relativity, al catapulting him into afar future of distant, glowing
vistas. He had arrived at thisfar time and place armed with only the training and culture of asociety now
goneto dust. Yet he till sent quick bursts of data homeward, the latest just an hour ago. Messagein a
cosmic bottle.

Heflitted, giddy and light, down along tube of chipped rock. Away from the re<t.

Hetook asample, just like the old NASA days. Dear, dead acronym. At least that was one American
habit he would not miss, the compression of jawbreaker agency namesinto nonsense words that one
nonetheless could at least remember. Acrossthirty thousand years.

He studied the rock. Volcanic origin? He tried to remember his geology. Something strange about its
grany flecks.

Further in, avault. Grey walls.
Coadting. Space infused even agiff old carcasswith birdlike grace.

Stretched lines ... up ... through ... rock eagerly shaping into swells. Should he go farther, or regain the
crew, back there? Shadows swung with each motion of hishand torch, like an audience following every
movement.

Patternsin thewadls.



Should he? Caution, old fart. Behind each smile, sharp teeth wait.
Down. In. Gliding. Legsdangling

0ft, oft
into cotton clouds
shadows melting

telescoping him into fresh cubes of pace, geometries adant. A spherical room now, glowing an
answering red where historch touched. A trick of the eyes?

No, messages — racing acrossthe walls, ablur of symbols. Mind trying to wrap the universe around
itsdf?

He had trouble focusing somehow, probably just loss of local vertical hisold NASA training spoketo
him, just aturn of the head could perhapsfix it —

Worn stone steps leading impossibly up, spirdling away.

Into a cupped celling now spattered with orange drops ... eyeswinking back at him.

An old film, memories. The Tutankhamen tomb. The jacka god Anubis rampant above defeated foes.
Opening the tomb.

Stepping indde.

One small step for a man, across endless churning millennia.

Oozing up from the Valey of old dead Kings, thefirgt to rise triumphant here, from Karnak and Luxor,
winding downstream dow and snaky, to Alexandria, thelibrary dry with scrolls, Alexandriaawoman,
ancient now, wrists rouged and legs numb —

He shook his head.

Locd verticdl.

Ingstent mental darm bells. Get local vertical

Old truths, surely no use now?

The humming. Insstent. No air here but he could not get away fromit. Insect-faint but there.

A sphere ahead. Adhesive patches on the backs of his gloves gave him purchase on it. He swung around,
his creaky body bird-quick.

Beyond the metallic sphere yawned a space S0 vast historch fetched back no reflections, no answers.
He turned to go back, mind still recalling another place and time —

The humming lurched, rose. Shrieked, wailed. A violin string siretched to yield an octave too high,
cutting, adull saw meseting hard stedd —

Silence. He blinked, startled.

It had been like this back so long ago. On hismission to Icarus, a supposed asteroid that had bloomed
fitfully, out-gassng amomentary cometary tail. That had been caused by thefinal loss of aninternd



atmosphere, asit worked out, from aship. A vessdl built insde an asteroid, astarship. Itsrock was
extrasolar, and lay beyond the dating protocols, the ratios of isotopes awry. For perhaps a hundred
million yearsit had been left orbiting in theinner solar system.

And Nigd had found this same configuration there. Strangely shaped spaces. A sphere. The humming. A
quick electromagnetic cry.

His suit had recorded it al. He spun dowly in apocket of darkness, the sphere now seeming smdler,
spent, exhausted.

Message received. He jetted back toward the others.

FIVE
Huck

Ping, their capsule spoke.

Nikka's face was drawn and furrowed in the reflected light. A searing blue glow seeped down the
crevasse. To bethis bright down here meant that brilliant furies worked aong the asteroid face outside.
They were tucked into this makeshift canigter, flimsy protection.

A solid bang dapped them againgt their restraints.
"That'sit," Nikkasaid. "The shock wave."
Tongues of thinfire licked by the observation port.

A few hundred meters away, ionised frenzy worked to get at them — or so went the human-centred
view, Nigd reflected.

The awful truth was worse: that the unleashed searing energies booming out from the black hole sought
no one, meant nothing, cared not afig for the human predicament. It would grind up intelligence and spit
it out, toward the deepy stars beyond. Here, mind shaped itself to nature, not the reverse.

They waited out the ondaught for aday, then two. A giant drummed on the walls. Sensors on the ship
sent data, painting a picture of huge mass flows past the hull. The ship itself breached, repaired itsdlf,
breached again, zapped afew bits of debris. They had come to respect these salf-fixing aspectsin the
long voyage from the suburbs of the galaxy. They were parasites, after dl. If they drew too much
attention to themsaves, some cleanup squad might well get activated.

He had brought with him afew persond bits, hauled all the way from Earth. In dim suit light he read again
the small yellow hardback, spine cracked, pages stiff and yellowing and stained from the accidents of
adolescence. Near the end there was a passage he had long ago involuntarily memorised:

And then Tom he taked dong and talked along, and says, I€sdl three dide out of here one of these
nights and get an ouitfit, and go for howling adventures amongst the Injuns, over in the territory for a
couple of weeksor two, and | says, dl right, that suitsme....

Nigel had never felt himsdlf remotely American, despite having lived and laboured there for decades, but
this passage somehow aways made his voice catch in histhroat when heread it doud.

The capsuleticked and pinged and he redlised that he and the others had lived so long now in dien metal
corridorsthat they were used to thefed of quiet, implacable strangeness dl about. Once you'd left home,



al placeswere remote and foreign and so you might aswell keep going. On to the findity, the omega
point of some aphabet you could not read but by tramping aong the full length of it.

When they finally straggled out, the crevasse was blocked with debris. Lumps and chunks of rock
jammed into every crevice. Nigel worked on it for awhile and then had to rest. He was old, in stringy
good hedlth, but knew hislimits. He wondered if there might be another way out of this place, which was
clearly awreck of astarship of asteroid size.

"It'slikethe old crash site on the moon," he said to Nikka over comm. "In Mare Marginis."
"Ummm. I'd noticed some resemblance.”

"Andthe origind derdlict ship | found, Icarus.”

"Which impliesthat — what? Whoever built them was spread dl over the gdaxy?"

"They got thisfar. Must've been.”

"And thishulk, as dead asthe others?'

Nige nodded. "Means the mechs got them, | suppose.”

"There must have been millions of them, to run into ancther, thirty thousand light-years away."
"Um. Therésabig game afoot.”

They coasted together down one of the Side corridors, looking at yawning vaults and smashed metdlic
enclosures. "L ooks like someone stripped it," Nikka said, shining atorch into adark warren. "Not much
|eft for usto scavenge—"

— out of the coiner of Nigd'seye, skimming fast, came the snaky thing.

Helica, with bulky masses appended, asharp glinting prow. No bigger than aman but faster, coming at
Nikkaand him asthough it had waited for this.

Time collgpsed for him. Hefdt amuscular diding energy in his shoulders as he spun, lofting away his
pack and snatching forth histool kit.

Thething was plainly mech, crackling on the electro magnetic spectrum in Nigd's ears, asound like
bacon frying on achilly morning in England long ago —

— asNigd'shand went for hislaser cutter and Nikka had just caught sight of it, her mouth agape,
aurprisein theinky shadows —

Helaunched himsalf on alegp lap to intersect the thing, asit rappelled somehow off ashiny stedl
bulkhead —

— Hefdt the mathematics of it in him, geometry aslimpid as the fresh continent of Euclidean joy he had
entered asaboy, stting with fingers tucked under hislegs as he studied at dawn in his chilly bedroom,
keeping hands warm by turning the pages with histongue—

— gatic buzz from it —

The snake-mech flexed itsdf and turned away from him. Headed for Nikka.



— ditilling order from lifés rough jumble, that was what he had aways hungered for, hyperbolic grace,
to merge cleanly with life, not split the world into subject and object, no observer/observed, hisarm
bringing the laser cutter around smoothly, circular arc,

.0
dow ...

atomsin concert, the old dim dudities of mind and matter lapping againg the fragile yet inexorable
momentum of thisingtant —

Shewas faster than he. She shot &t it.

The pulse shimmered an ingtant in the mottled blue surface of the thing, like an argument conducted on its
skin. Then the pulse skittered off, reflected. Nigel shot at it too and the thing forked away, split, was
somehow two dippery helices now.

— sowasit some odd visud pun? — thisvison into helices, mimicking the key to organic life, DNA
pars spirdling off, theflag of life unfurling in avacuum wind that rushed from a shadowed passage. A
diver of meaning, hefdt it, seven blind men and amelting e ephant, al describing, none understanding.
Hislungswhooshed dry air —

— enamdled, spraying glow from the uncoiling thing —

It flexed again. Lashed out with a spiky e ectromagnetic lance. The shot hovered in vacuum, adischarge
of reluctant eectrons, spitting angry red radiation. Then it split.

One shaft struck Nikka It burst across her in worms of acrid yellow. She went limp.

Go to ground. Nigel touched the sted bulkhead an instant before the lance reached him. He felt ajolt of
megavolts.

— corroding through him, kiloampsrising. His shell clicked home and then he was ingde the suddenly
conducting surface of his skinsuit, the rub and stretch of potentias racing dong amillimetre away from
prickly hairs on his shivering flesh, breathing and being breathed, surges passing by, eectromagnetic kiss,
inductancesfighting the ramping current, forcing jabbing current diversthrough his shoulders and licking
into hisarm, the light touch of his hand enough to draw uncountable speedy € ectronsto seek another
prey, dl at frequencies he could not glimpse but the information diding into him through portals he could
never know, below perception a shaved second of intuition —

Before therattling voltages had spoken their piece he fetched forth the punch gun with hisleft hand.
Muscles clenched and he had to force hisfingersto —

It snaked toward him. Nikka floated inert.

Nigel kicked away from the bulkhead, though that meant losing hisdectrical grounding. There might bea
few seconds before the mech recharged.

— gpringing with the kickoff camefedings and desresforking like summer lightning acrosstheinner
unmoving vault of him, part of himsdf eating them asthey flared across his mind, seeing them for what
they were, messages from afraction of himsdlf finding a place absolutely blank and waiting for each
moment to write upon it, time like water washing away the eruptions, scattershot angers and cutting fears
far downinhim—

He drove the punch gun ahead. Fired with great relish into the mech.



It was quick, athing of bunched dectrical energies, but the crude and rude sometimes worked.

— zig when they zag, leaving no opening hefiresthe laser cutter too, hisright hand tracking the other
aspect of the split mech, yin and yang, supple but not crude enough to dedl with the sweaty urgencies of
organic life-forms, the Darwinnowing of mech evolution sdlecting it for specia tasks, narrowingit likea
knife by perpetually sharpening, but to get an edge on ablade you had to subtract from it, and the loss
was framed in the space of asingle heartbeat asthe dutiful stubby laser snapped out its jabbing pattern

The divided mech died. Mere mechanica damage was undoubtedly benegth its program-function range.
But potentias cannot build in sheaths mutilated and gouged, and its charge gected itself down wrong
pathways, into the innards, dissolving crystaline structures of intricate artistry. A jewel crushed by a
muddy boot.

— hewhipped the punch gun around and riddled the other for good measure, the buzzing trailing away,
and he dammed into the other spindly riddled carcass, legs collecting recoil, breath whistling in hisdry
throat in a scatter of perishing light from the gutted mech —

— and he was off, pushing it to gain momentum toward Nikka—

— dill drifting, Nikka—

SIX
Something Fatal

Nikkadid not awaken for three days. Even then she was duggish and vague, eyes watering, wordslike
discordant lumpstrying to make their way out of her throat.

Before she could sit up they had started to move inward again. They got the ship to resumeits
programmed course. Their hand-built, tightbeam antenna for sgnaling Earth was atwisted wire mesh.
No moreinfoburgts for the home front. Now they had no mission, except the basic one: survive and
learn.

By then they understood from a careful metalicity dating that the helical mech was quite old. It had
probably laininwait in the derdlict for ages, in case something organic ventured aboard. A snare.

"Not the sort of thing the Snark would've done,” Nigel muttered to himself in thelong vigils beside her.
Though the Snark had been amech, of sorts.

Thebrain reparsitsdf, with the right help, and her recovery waslong.

In histime the very word 'machinelike had two meanings. One was 'unfedling, unconcerned', while the
other was 'implacable, utterly committed'. No wonder that each suggested inhumanity and somerigid
Supidity aswell.

But here there was a third meaning, reveded in theimmense, cool arabesquesthat filled the sky withina
light-year of the black hole. Congtructions vast and imponderable. Geometries unnaturd and subtly dien.

Energies churned here, deeting radiation and turbulence.
Mechwork patterns floated oblivioudy through the storming masses. Implacable, unconcerned.

Their ship gtill gave some cover, gpparently. Interrogating messages came beeping into it. Automatic



programs aboard answered. Since the scavenger ssowaway humans had long since corrupted the
information base of the ship, what it told its superiors was undoubtedly nowhere near the truth. But the
nature of the dienisthat no one can adequatdly fake atrue, intricate language.

So it wasinevitable that scarlet traceries condensed around the ship. Potentials arced and played aong
itshull. A warning, perhaps.

"Or maybe just abath and ascrub,” Nigel joked to Nikka. She could be moved about the shipina
makeshift wheelchair by then. When she saw the wall view outsde she gasped.

Once the shock front of the explosion had passed, the True Centre loomed like an impossibly detailed
tapestry, each uncoiling plume and shimmering sun ajewel woven into the whisking churn of gravity.

"Trick is," Nigd said, "we couldn't see that something had forced massinto the centre. A mouthful, sent
straight down the gullet, apparently. But you can never stuff dl of it down ablack hole. Matter heats up,
flares out like an angry objection, drives away the outer portion.”

Shewasdill taking it in. "What made that happen™?”'
"Thosg, I'll wager."

It wasthe firgt time he had framed aoud the ideathat most of the crew dready held. Seemingly
insubstantia filaments hung before them like mere filmy curtains. But above and below the gaactic plane,
they connected to theimmenselong strands of brilliant radiation, hundreds of light-yearslong and a
light-year wide, which bracketed the entire True Centre for vast volumes of space. Nigel had seen the
radio maps on Earth, showing the arching filaments. Even through the dark cloudsthat shielded Earth
from the fireworks of the Centre, their steady gigahertz glow shone.

"They'resothin."

"To our eyes, true enough.”

"Whét do the ship'sdiagnostics say?"

"Dead on, mlove. They show strong magnetic fields.”

"Enough to hold off al that massthat'strying to dip through them?’

"Right again." Just because she had nearly been killed, cast into a comaand thoroughly lacerated
mentally, was no reason to forget that indeed, he had the old Nikkaback. Always one step ahead of the
argument. Circling round it, Sometimes.

"| can see how that gas— lovely purple glow, isn't it? — veers up and around. Some pressureis doing
thet."

"Magnetic pressure. Never seen anything likeit. Even in the outer strands, which nobody understood
when we were back on Earth, the field isn't ahundredth as strong.”

"And it'scoming at us, whatever itis"
Hewas surprised again. "How can you tell?"

"| can seethe stuff in front of it. It's getting squashed, see?" Indeed, now that he screwed up hiseyesand
studied it, he could. Until now he had relied on ship'sinstruments to check that the gossamer strands
were rushing toward their ship from severd directions.



"What are they?' Nikka asked, somefatigue ill lacing her voice.
"Something fatd, I'd say.”

SEVEN
Old Ones

One virtue of the shock wave, my boy — it cleared the view. Finally we saw the Old Ones.

Thelong, curved filaments were not freeways or power sources or religious icons— they were
intelligences. A life-form bigger than stars or giant molecular clouds or anything sein the galaxy's
agtrophysical zoo.

| later learned that these were the, well, the body of the Old Ones— though that term means quite little.
In the filaments, currents carried both information — thoughts— and food, that is, charge accumulations,
inductances, and potentias. All flowing together. Asif, in our bodies, sugars and synapses were the
same thing, somehow. Thelong, sinewy structures glowed and flared, but that was aminor Sde effect.

After dl, weeat and think and love— and the net result, viewed in the infrared, isa diffuse, ruddy glow,
no more.

Thered point of usyou'd find only by peering a our industrioudly firing synapses. Or, backing off about
gx orders of magnitude, in our duggish talk.

And of course, we are duggish, compared to alot that's going on round here. In the locd jargon, we talk
at about fifty bits per second. We need smal bandwidths for long times, just to get out asingle idea.

The Old Ones are broad bandwidth, fast times. Wetdk dowly, but see well — big chunks of our brains
are devoted to shaping up images. Punching up the data, before we ever 'see them at dll.

The Old Ones have that, aswell. | doubt there's anything they can't do.

| watched those strange strands, weaving like dow seaweed in a vacuum ocean, and automaticaly
thought of telling Earth about them. That'swhat |'d been doing for so long — beaming reports back
down the tunnd of our wake.

Our flight time to Galactic Centre was severd centuries, ship'stime. | had transmitted aburst every few
years. Earth would get those coded blips, | knew, widely spread out by relativistic effects. But was

anyoneligening?

Staring a the Old Ones, | redlised that we were mayflies. The ebb and flow of our civilisationswere like
gusts of passing, feether-light winds.

| doubt there's anything the Old Ones can't do.

Point is, what do they want to do?

EIGHT
Grandfather

Toby was getting irked. "Y ou sure got afunny way of telling me what the hell'sgoing on here.”

The naked man, though he was amass of wrinkles, was ableto get into his face an expression of canny



humour. "Do you poke at your grandfather when he's setting you straight?*
"What do you know about my grandfather?’

"Met him, actudly.”

"When?Whereishe?'

"I've learned not to use 'when' too much down here. Whereiseasier. He's here.”
Toby stood up, knocking over thelittle chair with aclatter. "I want to see him!™
"That you can't do."

"l want to now."

"Héesnot avallable. If —"

"I've had about enough of you and your —

The old man's face was suddenly stern and imposing, bringing aflicker of memory to Toby: very much
like hisgrandfather. Maybe al old people got that, something years brought. He sighed and sat down.
"All right. Can you tel him I'm here?"

"Heknows."
"How?'
"That'swhat I'm attempting to tell you."

"Uh, sorry."

NINE
The Strong Field Limit

The Old Ones— not avery inventive name, but then, Jehovah isn't that catchy, ether.

The Old Ones had been here when the mech civilisations arrived. Mechanicals arose when advanced,
organic societies somehow committed suicide— from war, degeneration, unimaginable things— or
retreated, from plain smplelack of interest in the tensions of the technologicd life. That |eft machines,
who evolved into separate societies.

But the Old Ones weren't mech-based. Not derived from the clanking iron and silicon, no.

They weren't cumbersome chemica concoctionslike us, either — rickety packets of saty water and
sundry impurities held together by calcium rods and an easily punctured skin, al run by dead dow
electrica wiring. They weren't beings that had to be retrofitted over ever worse workmanship from earlier
times. Nothing messy. Nothing dapped together by chance.

The Old Ones were those long strands. Each strand could speak with asingle, well, voice.
Approximately. It's hard to describe what it fedslike to have one, well, smply invade you. Not likea
conversation, no. Rather more like being sodomised by God, 1'd say.

Y ou saw them on your way in? Good. Like pearly lightning, as| remember. Y ou could see them dowly
twidting, fragile-seeming.



They looped and arced around our ship. By thistime there were plenty of mech blips on the screens.
These the Old Ones deflected — using their magnetic pressures, | expect.

Us, they swept dong. They took precious little note of our limits. Gave us severd gravities of acceleration
at times. I'd once been an 'astronaut’ — aterm from the days when doing this sort of thing wasn't as
ordinary aswaking — and knew to baloon my lungs, then suck inair in rapid little pants, breathing off
the top. Others didn't weather so well. Nikka came through, despite being still weak.

The Old Ones had made the explosion. That shock wave was smple cleaning up after thereal job, sort
of ajanitor with hisbroom making atidy Galactic Centrefor dl. The Old Ones had released an immense
burst of energy, mating two black holestogether. Making this— the Lair.

The mechs made a profit off it all. Someone always does. They sucked in the fast protons, harvested the
photon flux. They have awhole system set up to gather in the energy fluxes, currentsand dl. Y ou might
say they're farming the Gaactic Centre, but there's another game afoot, abigger one.

The Lair. That the mechstried to destroy. Almost did, | gather. It's not easy to maintain, till harder to
build.

That explosion shaped the Lair, made it larger. Folded up space-time, manufactured room where there
was no room. The Old Ones had madeit in the far past, apparently to store things or beings or God
knowswhat. And they kept adding to it, perhaps degpening its complexity.

In our ship we got picked up, hurled at the accretion disk, then up and over it. Down the axis. Toward
the pole of the black hole.

Y ou followed asimilar path, correct? Good — | sent it to you.

What? Of course, dl that about Abraham sending messages. Well, | had to say something to get your
attention.

Deceptive? Of course. Immoral? Don't beridiculous.

| had to claim it was from your grandfather, dead right. | had met him, after al. And spesking through the
Magnetic Mind was the only route open to you. Mechs would've intercepted anything e se.

Wherewas|? Ah —

All the bloody time with mechs coming straight at us. Inflicted some damage, too. Killed some of us.
Have you ever seen ged blister?

Mechs got through. Even the magnetic pressures couldn't halt everything. Neutron beams, for one.
Nothing stopped those.

The Old Oneswere powerful, certainly, but not like God the Sodomiser. Sorry if you find my sense of
humour a bit demented. I've been herein this mountain largely without company, except of the most |ofty
sort. A bit wearing. Makes melong for the animal, | suppose. Theroot and rut of life.

The Lair? Cdl it that because were hiding init. Aswell as countless other organic species.

The Old Ones stuffed usin here, with our ship. Down the steepest gravitational gradient in the galaxy,
into atime-locked storage vault. Genera reldivity, writ large.

What they never taught me at Cambridge, not even that Hawking fellow, was that space-time could be a



congtruction material. Massis equivalent to the curvature of space-time, that 1'd learned. We build things
from matter. Why not build them from curved space-time?

Simple enough, but the stress-energy tensors involved — you don't want to see the mathematics, believe
me. Ugly stuff. Frightful.

Y ou see, the most important point in understanding the universeisthat God doesn't have to make any
gpproximations. Hes not doing as | dutifully learned at Cambridge, expanding in some small parameter,
iterating solutions, solving differential equations by cut-and-try. God plays the game straight.

The Old Ones aren't Gods — in fact, they're decidedly irritating — but they can solve generd rdldivity in
full. No short cuts. In the 'strong field limit', asit'stermed.

How? | don't know. | wasn't here to see it done. Somehow the Old Ones squeezed together two black
holes— the giant at True Centre, and alesser one they'd acquired somehow — and blew off a
hell-storm of energy.

When the dust cleared, herewasthe Lair. Furioudy orbiting the remaining black hole, which hastota
massafew million timesthe sun's. The Lar Labyrinth. Stable. Twisted esty. An abiding refraction.

They smply inserted usintoit. Y ou Bishops flew in, skimmed the ergosphere, correct? That'sthe only
way in now, apparently. That works only when therés asignificant chunk of mass coming through,
rippling the skin of the black hole at its equator. Then someone can fly through.

Unfortunately, the mechslearned this, too. The Old Ones couldn't prevent that. We've done our best
againg them, even with the Earthers— I'll get to them, different subject — to help. But it hasbeen a
losing battle. The mechs are good.

In fact, the Old Ones have stooped to cooperating with us biologicals, the so-called Naturas, because
the mechs are too good. They may exterminate all Naturals. The Old Ones don't want that, for reasons
of their own.

What reason? | have guesses, plenty of them. But nobody knows for sure.

Part of the confusion, for an ordinary TwenCen mind like mine, isthe sheer complexity. Never mind the
higher-order mechs, the Old Ones, and the like — they're beyond view, for me. For you, too, | expect.

It takes awhileto get used to even the physics, y'see. The Lair — what? Oh, right, you can call it Wedge
if you like, there must be athousand names. Some quite obscene; you should hear sometime how 'black
hol€ trandatesinto Russian. The Lair islike awasp's nest perched on acliff. The Eater'stida forces
warp it, stretch both space and time.

The lower partslive differently. Time runs dower here— straight Eingteinian effect, that. So outside,
while centuries are sweeping by, I'm having lunch. Gives abody perspective. Of course, | do take long
lunches.

And it getsabit lonely, too.

TEN
Vermin

Toby had listened and watched and findly it was too damned much.



Thewalsflashed with pictures, scenes of astonishing depth and range. Colossal twisted ships, frothing
turbulence in the accretion disk, vistas with skewed perspectives, geometries so odd the eye could not
keep them in order. Walmdey's voice done called up the images, summoned by some programin the
utterly bare room.

To Toby, technology meant details, controls, complex systems. Here nothing met the eye but plain walls.
Y et the room responded to everything Walmdey seemed to need, even when he did not speak. Food
and drink appeared through the floor. Music sounded in the distance, and Walmdey cocked an ear toit.

"Look," Toby sad, "I'm trying to piece thistogether with the history of Family Bishop.”

"That | know. Y our Family came out of the Hunker Down. That's when the folk outside, the Earthers,
decided they couldn't hold the mechs anymore. They Ieft ther cities.”

"The Chanddiers?'
"Right, that's one tribal name for them. Wonderful places. | watched them disintegrate, das.”
"And we Bishops went to Snowglade?!

"Isthat — " Wamdey appeared to listen to some distant voice, then nodded. ™Y our namefor it, yes.
Jthree-six-four, theindex says. Theindex isn't very romantic about these things, I'm afraid.”

"And welived therefor ... 7'

"Many centuries. The mechs weren't bothering with planetsjust then, y'see. They harvested plasmaflows
in those eras. When they got around to mining and chewing up planets, they ran into another organic
speciesthat came surging in. Big bugs, they were."

"Quath! — the Myrigpodia.”

"Right. Impressve cregtures. They're tech-bio anthologies, haf-artificial, asthe Earthers became. The
Old Ones say they're ill missing something we humansve got, but | can't fancy what that could be."

Toby felt dation at finding something in this history that he knew about. Quath ... and where was she?

Wamdey said, "The Myrigpodia have been giving the mechs trouble. Not enough to stop their grand
works, though."

"We hooked up with the Myrigpodia, after some skirmishing. Oneis— was— with me."
Wamdey nodded. " Standard mech tactic. Used you to take some of the fight out of the bugs.”
"What? We ran into them by accident. Our Family had escaped from Snowglade and — "
"The mechslet you get avay.”

"The hdl they did! Wefought —"

"Wereverminto them,” Wamdey sad gently.

"And together, we and Quath's kind, we tore the hell out of the mechs around that planet, near
Abraham's Star. | was there, | know —"

"Certainly. The big bugs had cosmic strings, correct?"



"Uh, yeasay."

"Fearsome astools or wegponry alike. But the mechs are managing al this, for reasons| don't quite
follow. A faction wanted you Bishops here, at the Lair. They want something from you, but precisely
what, | don't know. Another faction would much prefer you al dead. Some strange game's afoot.”

Toby shot him anirked look. "Y ou've had al thistime here. Why haven't you figured it out?"

"Datas hard to get, and subtle when you do. Most of the cards aren't on the table— if thereeven isa
table. And ... well, point is, my family and I — "

"Family Brit?"

"No, no, in my time we thought of the nearest relatives asfamily. Family Brit was, shall we say, amanner

of spesking.”
"Y ou kept Family so smdl?Why?"

Wamdey'seyesrolled up theatrically. "Comesto that, I'd sooner explain science than culture. Nikkaand
[, well, we were attempting abit of an experiment, really. Wanted to get three generations together, for
genetic reasons. Turned out wrong, Since most of humanity had dready geneticaly drifted away from —

"Genetic?| don't—"

"I'm getting ahead of mysdlf. See, my family and | — just afew of us, not the bloody United Kingdom,
see? — had discovered some odd scientific matters. Let me show you how it was."

"And those Earthers—"

"Let metdl it my way."

ELEVEN
The Earthers

They were not what he expected.

"Hope you weren't hurt," thetall woman said. English, dightly accented with flat a's and odd, hollow €'s.
She wasthefirst Earther he had seen.

"Jodtled abit, isdl,” Nigd tried to say lightly.

He had bardly survived a brush with some mechs who had gppeared to ooze straight out of the wails, like
an elaborate magic trick. Then the Earthers had appeared and made short work of the strangely liquid
mechs.

Earthers. Nigel had seen their fleet approaching the Lair, knew they were here, but in its Labyrinth was
unsure of how to find them. They found him, instead.

"Why areyou Hill spesking English?" he asked dowly.
"Oh, we have this archaic dialect as an inboard. We heard you spesking it."

"Um. Very thoughtful.”



"Your transmissonsused it."

They moved with swift, sure movements, these people two headstaler than Nigel, caring for the
wounded. He had taken aknock in the ribs, a pulse that broke the skin by fryingittoacrisp, likea
Thanksgiving turkey. He lay back and |et the woman put a patch on it. The wound felt cold, then hot,
then numb, and then he did not noticeit at al.

So these were the people who had built starships — better by far than the mech ship Nigel and Nikka
had come herein— and made it their duty to reach Galactic Centre. He tried to view them objectively,
though by their earlier messages he knew they were from severa thousand years after histime on Earth.
Hetried to imagine what time's juggernaut could bring after the dear dead TwenCen and the sobering
TwenOne.

He lay back and watched them with ditted gaze. They spoke softly, used minimal sentences.
Be objective, now, old fellow. See them asjust another organic race. Just another large mammal.

Hominids, yet different. He was somewhat gladdened to note that they till resembled the common
chimps and pygmy chimps, just bigger and with less hair, walking upright. The visible differences between
humans and chimps were far less than, say, between Great Danes and Chihuahuas. Y et dogsinterbred
and the chimps did not; the genome kept its secrets well hidden from the eye. Humans differed from
chimps by asingle percent in DNA. Thesefolk were till of the species.

These Earthers had killed mechs with obviousrdish, too. Very human. Not strictly ahominid trait;
genaocide occurred in wolves and chimps aike. Animal murder was widespread. Ducks and orangutans
raped. Ants had organised warfare and dave raids. Chimpsin the wild, herecalled, had at least as good
achance of being murdered asdid humansin cities.

Nigel lay back, head woozy. Of dl the hallowed human hallmarks— speech, art, technology, and the
rest — the one that came most obvioudy from animal ancestors was genocide. Human tribes may well
have evolved as a group defence. That no doubt helped, in those millennia separating him from these big,
bright hominids.

"Clubbiness againgt clubs," hesaid doud. A dry crack of avoice. Y es, he was skimming, mind light as
shining dust.

These Earthers had oddly shaped ears, more muscular frames, curious large eyes. Their uniformswere
anything but uniform — technicolour wraparounds that shifted to different scenesin apparently random
fashion. Asthe woman came over to check him again her loose garment abruptly showed him asunlit
seashore, waves crashing. To soothe him?

Art adorned other Earthers close-fitting clothes— collages, abstracts, grainy expressonist vistas.
Woozy, he puzzled over that. Art was certainly not useful in the narrow senses employed by the animal
behaviourists or evolutionary biologists. Why did Cro-Magnon develop it? Bird songs were adifferent
matter; they hel ped woo amate, defend an area. Why did humans, the Earthers, still have their fragile
arts? Bower birds built airy confections of leaves, lace, and fungi, al in the pursuit of love, or genes. He
scarcely thought abstract expressionism could make such aclaim. Could al the heights of human artistry

be adisplay strategy, like apeacock’s plumage?

He laughed at that and sat up. Hisfried sde did not even ache. His head was clearer. Nikka stood a
short distance away, talking to a huge fellow. Nigd waved.

Nikkaand the man came over. "I'm Akran," the man said, staring down, blinking rapidly. "Areyou....



Wamdey?'

"l believe s0."

"My Lord! To find you!"

"Jugt intime, too. Thanks."

"But you— you are— ill divel”

"Somewnhet."

Other Earthers came running, formed aknot around Nikka and Nigd.
"ltshim!”

"And her! She's the one mentioned in Message Fifty-seven.”
"l don't beieveit."

"Sureitis. Look a him."

"After dl thistime?'

"He's been ingde this twisted space-time.”

"Don' forget the Long Seep.”

"Still, it'sincredible that — "

"lts Walmdley "

Nigel gazed up into their faces and felt woozy. They al started speaking and Nikka beamed down at him
— she seemed to understand what was going on — and they talked so fast he could barely get theidea.

One of them played arecording then and Nigd heard his own voice, reedy and precise.

"Hello? Data follows on the molecular cloud we 're passing through. Still on course, apparently.”
A blur of data, then: "This is humanity's expedition. On high boost, flying inward."

Satic. A szzing hiss, likefat frying. "Hello? We're still here. Are you?"

The Earthers stood silently, long after the recording finished.

"We got your messages every few centuries,” Akran said. "Y ou know about the first assault, mechs
dumping dienlifeinto your seas? We received your first transmission just as we were getting the upper
hand over those."

Nigel frowned. "So you redly didn't need help from us—"

"Oh no! That wasjust thefirst. The second time, they tried to pound us with asteroids. Lots of them.
Nearly got us, that time."

Nigel shook his head to cleer it. "We sent you some mech gear, data— "

"We got them. Helped alot. That was a the worst of the third assault, the Ferret Time. That lasted five



centuries”
"My God," Nikkasaid. "The mechs had that strong aforce?”

"Of course" Akran said. "Then the smart ones arrived. Tried to fool us. We lost abig piece of Earth to
them. That took athousand years."

Nigd sad, "And you kept getting my messages?”'

Akron nodded eagerly. "We put up big antennas. First in orbit, then dl around the solar syssem. Mechs
kept finding them, smashing them.”

Nigel thought of the centuries of struggle and sighed. The world revolved with a serene grace, people and
dirt starting to spin left to right —

"Ishetired?' Akran said with darm. "We can tak later, let himdegp—"
"Goon," Nikkasaid. Nige could only nod.

"We did miss some of the messages, when the mechs came at us with positron wegpons. But we got
antennas back up on the moon after about four hundred years. That was after the poles melted and we
lost most of the continents.”

"Good grief,” Nigd managed to wheeze out.

"But we got al the rest. Nobody wanted the next one to find an empty Earth. So we pulled oursalves up.
Searched the whole damn solar system for the last mech outposts. They were pretty well hidden, some
down in Jupiter's clouds. And we got every one."

Niged blinked. Theworld had stopped revolving and he was beginning to understand. "And came.... "
"Here. To find out what had happened to you. And what's thiswhole thing al about.”
Hello? We're till here. Are you?

He saw in the faces something like awe. To them he and Nikka and the others were antique historical
pieces, incredibly ancient.

Immensely capable, these Earthers were. The mechswould fear them.

Nigel blinked, smiled. "Were dtill here. Still here.” It seemed very amusing and he could not talk anymore
for thelumpin histhroat.

TWELVE
Sobering Per spectives

That wasthe high point. Of courseit was fine and wonderful to meet his own kind again, humansfrom
dear beloved Earth.

But intime, hisfirst fuzzy perceptions as he lay there wounded, of the Earthers as bright chimps, made
more and moreironic sense. They were human, true. Smart chimps. But far more. Changed.

The mech ondaughts against Earth had forced human evol ution — both through biotech enhancements
and natura sdection. The Earthers had implants that gave them sensoria— complex eectromagnetic



shells, useful for both war and work. Their spinesrode better, on thick lumbar disks. They carried no
pesky appendix to fester and erupt. Their bodies had intricate neurologica meshes, better metabolism,
rugged cartilage, sturdier bones.

Those were rather obvious. The unconscious differences were more telling. He and Nikka and the others
from the TwenOne century — caled the 'Elders, soon enough — could not keep up with these Earthers,
mentaly or physicdly. The big, dmost lazily competent newcomers were very polite about it, of course.
They tried to include their Elders asthey explored the esty, hammered the mechs, and even made contact
with the ghostly Old Ones.

These brave new Earthersretained a certain chimpyness. Hominids, still. Quite courteousto their Elders,
but learning quickly from mechs and Old Ones dike. Climbing an evolutionary ladder, trailing clouds of

glory, into afog.
At that point, their thought processes smply escaped comprehension.

The rheumy old-fart Elders could not follow conversationsinvolving the Old Ones. Nigd and Nikkaand
the otherswho had come in the hijacked mech starship— a small band, now, called Ancestrals by the
Earthers— were adrift. They could not master the blindingly fast tech the Earthers had brought, or later
devised in response to the mechs.

Nige got aglimmering of the Old Ones, when he helped explore portions of the esty Lanes. Those
convoluted geometries, sedled away, made excellent petri dishes. In the Lanes, different cultures— dien
and human aike— could evolve the diversity needed to counter the mechanicas. All sorts emerged —
high-tech, low-tech, even no-tech.

For the Elders, the new perspectives were sobering. The Earthers, though, worked easily with the Old
Ones. They countered the mechs, killed many, sometimes even cooperated with them.

The Old Ones dispersed Earthers, out of the Lair. Nigel and the other Elders more or less|ooked on and
did scut work. The newswas distant, hard to follow.

A big offensive against mech control of the entire Centre. Earthers spread among the planets orbiting
garsabit farther out from True Centre.

They learned from mechtech, scavenged mech properties. They built huge congtructionsin space, the
Chanddliers.

For many millenniathe Earthers did well. Nigel watched them from the time-dowed pit of the esty. Then
cametrouble.

Mechs found away to short-circuit some of the power by which the Old Ones sustained their strange
magnetic strands. Tapping that source for their own ends made them enormously more powerful. That's
when they started to grow, to pillage the great orbiting Earther cities.

Nigel had visited their crystal cities, and the even greater structures that he could witness but not fathom.
When the mechs began getting the upper hand again, he hel ped as he could. The very terms of the
struggle were difficult to comprehend.

Like listening to a conversation carried out through a drain pipe during a rainstorm, he had said.
A very long drain pipe.

Asthe mechanicals destroyed more and more of the human enterprise at Galactic Centre, he found more
to do. The conflict was coming down to hislevel again.



Thefind, desperate strategy of the Hunker Down — dividing humanity into separate cultura petri dishes,
down on the planets— gave him plenty of grunt work to do. In that erahe had spent atime outside the

esty.

He could not follow in any detail the ramifications of the Earthermech struggle. Heknew it involved dien
organic races, other Originas, aswell. And the conflict's main stage was a alevd involving the Old Ones
and the dusive Higglers. Of these he and the other Ancestrals knew nothing.

Except ... The mechanicals had some grail they sought. They kept utterly secretive about it, but they
pursued bands of humans asif searching for something. Nigel once caught the phrases 'Trigger Codes
and 'First Command' but they went by on the fly, soon lost. And the Earthers gave him a stony-faced
nothing in answer. Asif there were some secret o subtle that knowledge that there was a secret was a
Secret.

Also, it had taken him along time to see how he was being used.
Politely, with the most consideration possible, of course. But used. By Earthersand Highers dike,
He had retired, then, from a struggle beyond his ken. Or thought he had.

THIRTEEN
The Physical Representation

Nigel Wamdey squinted at Toby. "Therésso muchto tell —
"I don't need to know much! Just enough to keep dive," Toby said.

"That turns out to be quite abit. Y ou're pretty complicated yourself, boy.” Nigd could not resist giving an
interior command. Points were often better made by example.

Beside Toby, glimmering points condensed into Shibo. She was a handsome, mature woman, lean and
tranducent and her legs missing. Her upper body twisted asiif stretching from along confinement. A thin
gmile. "Hdlo, my carrier.”

Toby jumped, gartled. "You! You'redtill buried down in my reserve banks?!
"l ingnuated ... mysdf."

"Damn! | wanted you out."

"l have ... no place ... to go."

The room's sensorium readers were tuned to excruciating precision and could pick up even diffused
Aspects and Personalities and Faces lodged in an individud's fringing fields. Shibo shimmered, ghostly
remnant hiding in Toby's dectro-aura

Shibo's face said more than her fatering words. "I am here ... to help.”
"I've got you in chipstore,” Toby said bitterly. "That's enough.”
"l cannot help ... being.”

Nige felt astrange, silky current pass between Toby and the Shibo representation. Toby said, "Killeen,
he wants to bring you back. Chipsre enough for that?'



"| prefer ... toreside... here”

"If Killeen getsyour chips, hell try to bring you back."

"| prefer ... here”

"I want you out."

"l gay." Shelifted ahand in slent sdlute— and vanished.

"Ah! Damn!" Toby spat out in frustration.

"Sorry, but | had apoint to make," Nigd said. "Y ou will find that the notion of sdf isabit complex here.”
"I've got to get her out of me."

Nigel said with compassion, "Intimeyou'll redise that what mechs call the ‘physical representation’ isonly
one phase."

"Shibo really could be brought back, then?"

"Inasense”

"What's that mean?'

"Redity — addightfully abstract term — isanaog. Humanslive and think there.”
Toby shrugged. "Y easay, it's real "

"The mech world isessentialy digitd. Y oulll never understand mechs until you redlise how differently they
view matters. And not only them. The Old Ones, the Highers— they do not share our sense of the sdif.”

"Highers?'

Wamdey knew the boy would understand it al best if it unfurled in astory. The classic primate manner
of learning. Linear, relentlesdy serid. Quite old-fashioned, yet it stuck.

Very well, best to go back along way, to the time after he had backed away from the High Phyla
entirely, sought the refuge of smplicity.

Hesghed. "Therésso muchto tell — "

PART TWO
Soon Comes Night

Theuniverseisfull of magica things, patiently waiting for our witsto grow sharper.

— Eden Phillpotts,
A Shadow Passes, 1934

ONE
Worm

The body lay dying for sometime before Angdinafound it.



She had noticed asmall cyclone of birds standing in the air above a churned-up span of smoldering rock
and went to look. The smdll, four-winged birds were predators only in aflock, never alone. They banked
on the warm updraft from the oozing soup of sun-orange rock below, peering down with hungry intensity.

The broken body stirred every now and then and the birds would rise a bit, areflex born of long
evolution, for if the prey revived it might be dangerous. Their courage was purely collective. Each would
have fled in confusion wereit not for the familiar, gene-deep hdicd churn of their up-drafted gyre that
cadmed themal.

Angdlinafound the body folded up, asthough broken in the legs and chest. It was awoman in adark-red
single-sheathed garment. The pliant weave was ripped and caked with blood aready gone brown. As
Angdinaknelt to help she caught the coppery scent of fresh blood and saw an eyelid quiver. A patch
seeped red at the temple.

That made Angelina send aquick comm dert to her brothers, Benjamin and Ito, who came from the
house an hour'swalk away. They ranit in much less, bringing ading and medical supplies.

Angelina had stopped most of the bleeding with atourniquet, but the woman wasin abad way from the
heat and dehydration on top of the catalogue of injuries. chest amassive purple bruise, chin crushed in,
right arm twisted at an impossible angle and showing white bone.

They got her in the ding and worked on the arm before carrying her back over the broken landscape.
Only then did the dowly cycling tower of birds, hundreds-strong and chorusing a disappointed
chip-chip-chip song, digperseintoitstimid, individual parts. Some still tracked the humans, for scouts
were part of the collective genetic lessonsaswell.

Thethree had trouble getting back to safer ground and that was when they guessed the origin of the dying
woman. Footing was unsteady. From long habit they thought of the solid stuff their boots struck asrock,
but knew that the glowing, dippery sheen wasthe 'esty’' — ST a compacted form of space-time. The
ety could be firm and dense a one moment and the next, blur and fuzz into afoglike film. Vita and
durable yet flexing, following laws of its own nature, rules unknowable. Or at least unknown by humans
of thisera

Asthey took turns carrying the listless body each of them was troubled by a sense of foreboding. In their
circumscribed world thiswoman had come asasignd flare, an announcement. She opened again the
doors of speculation, for they knew the tales of bodies belched forth by the esty from places and eras of
danger and promise. They did not share these first tingling thoughts, but the air hung heavy among them.

Humans had lived here along time, shaped by the esty and knowing it asthe frame of their world. Yet it
was aso an enemy of capricious, dmost vindictive spirit. It dipped benegth their boots asthey carried the
woman, who still oozed blood and pus at her many wounds. Blue-white flashes wracked the air. Vagrant
electricd energies plucked at their deeveslike fugitive winds.

They reached their sprawling, ramshackle house. Their father, Nigel, had returned from the orchard. He
frowned when he saw the damage. Already their mother, Nikka, had their auto-medical equipment
rigged up and running, shiny and smooth despite its age, but there was by that time little hope.

The woman gasped and choked, her hot breath whistling past a broken tooth. For amoment she
smacked her lips and seemed to savour the flavor of the home: sweet cloves and garlic, aging flowers,
damp rags, thick soup Smmering in an al-day pot, awoody tang tamed by a sheen of ail.

Her concussion spoke for her then, forcing clogged murmurs and hoarse cries from her raw throat.



"Sky ... burning ... ohkan ... ohkan ... get away!"

The family Wamdey glanced at each other. " The otherswe heard about,” Nikkawhispered, "they never
could talk."

"Thisonewon't for long, I'll wager," Nigd sad.

Something in him took an instant didike to anything that disturbed histranquil world, thisrudtic refuge he
and Nikka had shaped. Earthers, mechs, Old Ones— their operatic clasheslay far away, in other
Lanes, or out among the fevered stars. Thiswoman brought al that to mind again.

Y et he had chosen this place for their farm. He had known that the eruption spotsin the esty were
important. Something in him did not want to quite let go of the larger stage.

The woman subsided for awhile. They moved around her, following the ingructions of the artificia
inteligence, which spoke with ahushed, cdming voice. The program had afad se note of sympathy that
awaysirritated Nigd, but the family found it reassuring.

Nikka saw the bulge of the woman's optic disk — papilledema, the soothing computer voice supplied,
speaking of severe damage to the woman's outsized cranium. Fractures ran through the body, asif it had
been systematically stepped upon. Cracked ribs and hips and calves, ending in toes snapped off clean.
Blood vessels had been raked and cauterised by atunnelling fire. No one knew how to fix these things
readily and the computer would not hazard a guess asto their cause. Asthey inventoried the damage and
patched where they could, the woman gave a harsh bark. Her eyesflew open in akind of discharging
overload, and she sat up.

"Grey Mech ... knows... got to ... sky ... fire, fire... "

She yawned, Sartled jaws agape with bright fresh pain — and went completely limp. By thetime her
head dapped back on the pad her life functions had goneflatline.

Nothing Angelinaor Benjamin or 1to could do could bring a spark back into the body. Her mind was
blown to shards. They started the small measures that would snatch back some fragment of the woman:
circulating her blood with a pump inserted into the bloodstream, reading her cortical map.

"From the esty,” Nigel said asthey worked.
"And she mentioned the Grey Mech," Benjamin said. They glanced at each other soberly.

Nigel ran the diagnostics program but otherwise kept his distance. He had seen alot of damaged people
in histime and did not share his children's fascination. " She came up from the wormhole spot, correct? —
sameaslong ago.”

Benjamin, the younger son, cocked his mouth doubtfully. "That body was dead too?!

"A man near here named Ortegafound it hanging haf-exposed out of akind of fog-bal, he said.” Nigel
was quite old now, nearly four hundred of the old Earth years by hisreckoning, but he remembered fairly
well. Thisterritory he tread softly, for it brought up doubts about himself, of who he had been long ago,
of what the abyss of centuries had swallowed —

He stopped himsdlf from thinking that way and went on. "That'sthe only case | ever heard of around
here, but esty history hasafew more."

"From that shaky spot in the Lane?" Benjamin shook his head. "But worms, they're like balls, spheres,



not likeholesinawdl."

"True," Nikkasaid. "But worms can open up best in compacted esty. There is more free energy available
there, or so the theory goes."

Benjamin stopped working, his hands resting on the blood-spattered table. " So this woman passed
through aworm? 1 thought the pressuresinsde wereincredible.”

"They are. The body Ortegafound was stretched, pulped. From far upstream time,” Nigel said.
"Suredead?' Benjamin asked, eyesrapt.
Nigel sad, "A few memories, but nobody could assemble a Persondity from them.”

Nigd thought then of the distant space and time from which this cooling woman had probably come. A
one-way passage to apast or future unknown, ajourney fraught with murderous forces.

Y et she had come. Or been sent? "Bringing something,” he mused.

Benjamin frowned. "Bringing what?* With long, bony fingers he searched among the tatters they had cut
from the body. "Nothing here but cloth.”

Ito was swaddling up the cutting stink where the woman's bowel s had loosened in her find, clenching
agony. "D'you think the Old Onesl| want to look at her?"

"I hopenot,” Nikkasaid. "They'll take forty foreversto send somebody out here.”
Nigel said crabbily, "1 hope she's not going to rot quickly, like the one Ortegafound.”
Nikka rebuked him sharply, eyesirked in her leathery face. "Don't be calloused.”

"Respect for the dead doesn't mean you takerisks." Nigedl looked alittle sheepish over hisremark and
felt caled to defend it.

"Full protocols?" Angelinaasked. She was muscular and compact from work in the grovesand smiled
prettily despite the circumstances.

Benjamin said eagerly, "I'll get the readers.” Asthe youngest, just entering adolescence, he sprang to take
on any task, to show he wasn't much behind his sister, the middle child. Ito had been that way but lately
had |eft his teenage years and did not have his bearing straight, Nigel judged, on where to go from there.

All but Benjamin knew about the man Ortega found, who had gone bad in ways— fungus growing while
you watched, spores blown off, eyes popping vapour — that had inspired in them childhood nightmares.
Even now, nearly fully grown, none of them liked to recal Nigel'swarnings and pictures: boilsthat had
sprouted like smd| glassy domes from the man's flesh, festering purple and angry red. They had burst
with wet pops and g ected spongy drops that stuck and had to be scraped off with aknife. And scraped
fast — they sought food, boring into flesh.

They made the readings with speed. Nikka checked to be sure the scanning patches were flat against the
woman's skull. The moment they were done Benjamin asked with aflat, false cam, "Better get her under
the soil, then?"

"No," Angdlinaventured. It was not like her to challenge her brothers, but she had found this woman and
from the set of her chin Nigel knew shefelt some sense of odd possession and responsibility. "What if the
Old Oneswant it?"



Nigel nodded, obvioudy to Angelinas surprise. "Talking to authorities, best to keep thingssmple. Last
time they made Ortegaand | do the digging-up.”

Angdinagasped. "You did?'

"The Old Onesbelievein loca responsbility. Or seem to — they make their human agents run things that
way. | wasaneighbour, so | dug— period.” Nigel shrugged. "Had to do it in skinsuits. It became atrifle
hot. Thirsty work."

All three Wamdey children looked uneasily a each other. Thisdetail their father had not told before. The
st of Benjamin's chin said that as the younger brother he wanted hisfair share of any decison. "Those
scientidts, they'll want afull report, do their experiments, take samples. Y ou know how they are.”

Nikkasworried frown degpened. "1 wouldn't trust our storage. Therot could get out and — "
"Let'sput her back into the esty,” Angelinasaid brightly.
Theideawas smple yet stunning. Buried in soil, the body could be recovered. In esty, never.

They had al been shaken by the erupting of the esty again, after years of dumbering. Theideaof setting
foot among the shifting tides of the nonrock, the timestone, was bothersome. Y &t, Nigel saw, none of
them wished to show such concern to the others. That zone of the esty was the stuff of local legend and
the children both feared its promise of mystery and adventure and yearned for it. So they agreed.

They processed the readingsfirst. That was all custom required: ascan of the neural beds, of memory
vaultsin the cerebrd cortex, an inventory that could at least establish the broad outlines of who this
woman had been. Bodies from the future came forth in only afew known spots and it had been Nigd's
intention to live near one.

The woman's body had already begun to warp and ooze asthey lugged it back into the head-spinning
deviations of the rumbling, ozone-sharp wormhole zone. Ito and Angelinacarried it with cat-like balance,
asthough ready to legp. Fast, humming high frequencies ran through their shared sensorium, akind of
warning system that linked them. This eruption was just beginning and promised to be big. An acrid scent
cut theair. Zephyrs of bitter heat caught at their nogtrils and the footing trembled with expectation and
menace. They brought the body back to where they had found it, or tried to, for already a gravitational
chasm had opened there. A powdery sapphire cloud hovered above the foaming ety itsdlf. Theair
torqued them with tugs and pushes.

They steered well clear of the dancing powder. 1t shaped into elongated cylinders, tear drops, fluted
arabesgues— which meant it was another manifestation of the far future. A sharp crack — and the esty
flexed and dewed like araft in aroaring river.

Thisthrew Ito down and sent the body rolling, armsflapping, legs stiff and waving like sticks. It spuninto
the air and plunged toward the spatid fissure. The sapphire fog opened and closed like the mouth of a
fish underwater, oval and meaningless. Nigd clung to his children and watched. The body seemed to
dissolve, then became compacted and firm again, before merging with the stuff that only hours before had
been reliable timestone. Then it was gone. Consumed, perhaps transported.

"Wonder whereit went," Benjamin mused, drawling.

"It'sdipping through the esty — Trangting,’ isn't that what the Old Ones say?" Angelina asked unessily,
rubbing her gloves on her leggings asif to get clean of the body, itstouch and smell. Y et her angular face
showed an intrigued, puzzled expectation.



"Going that way didn't seem to hurt it," Benjamin said.
"Something suredid before," 1to said. "Killed her."
Nige sniffed and jerked a thumb back toward home.

"This place will soften up and spread. Happened that way last time. Let'sgo.”

TWO
Annihilation Line

Within areative hour — though hours could not be meaningfully measured here, and watches were
mostly aconcession to human habits of mind — the family had gathered around the long polished dining
room table, beside the big fireplace where cods flickered and popped. There were no fossil depositsin
the esty, because it was not very old, but compacted rock laced with burnable traces gave the same rosy
glow.

The dead woman's readings appeared as images deep in the surface of the table, congtellations of
memories played out as fragments and moments: the ruins of alife. Law required that they seeif anything
warranted an emergency cal to the Old Ones. Nobody talked directly to them, of course. They were
shadowy, aien mindswho had made the esty. Seldom did they intervenein the affairs of the mere
humanswho clung to the twisty intricacies here.

When they were through rummaging through shattered memories, curiosity satisfied, only Nigd and
Nikkawore grim scowls; the children yawned, bored. He felt more than ever the centuries dividing him
and Nikkafrom their children.

"Guessthefuturé's not so greet after dl," Benjamin said, sucking meditatively on histeeth.

"Should we send this stuff?" Angelinaasked. Shetwisted her mouth with acomely lilt, an expression that
awaystouched her father's heart because she il did not know that she was genuindly beautiful. They
lived in comparative isolation here, far down alightly populated Lane, as he and Nikka had planned.
Soon enough their children would come to know the torrent of cultures and technologies e sewhere in the

edy.
"Not right away," Nikkasaid, glancing a Nigdl.
Ito caught her meaning. "There's something in here.”

Nikkanodded. "L ook at these." She tapped her wrist pad and the tabletop flashed, finding an image:
above ablack horizon, smudges of rosy light. A sidebar broke this down, displaying bands of spectra
light. "See? Pictures made at very high energies. And one strong pesk.”

[to was unimpressed. "Astro data. So?"
Nigd said dryly, "That pesk isa an energy of point five-one-one million eectron volts."
Ito shrugged. "Y eah, 07

Nigel knew his son's casud challenge for what it was— energies contained in ayoung soul, spurting out
in moments of arch nonchaance. "Son, that'salot of energy to pack into asingle photon.”

ll&?l



"It'sas0 precisaly the sum squeezed out when an €l ectron meetsits antiparticle, the positron.”

"Ummm." Ito frowned, not ready to give up hisbored manner so easily. "Dad, you get interested in just
about anything."

Angelinablurted out, "Y ou think thisis anything? It'santimatter, slly — dying!"
Ito said warily, "How do you figurethat?"

"An dectron and a positron come together, bang!" She smacked her hands together. " — nothing left but
light. This light. Theannihilation line. And look — it fillsthe sky!"

Nigel smiled, proud of her. To hisdespair, Nigd's two sons were fine young men with only passing
interest in matterstechnicdl.

Nearly thirty thousand years ago — in gtrict time as measured by the galactic rest coordinates, not the
pliant esty time frame — Nigel himself had been a classic science nerd, addicted to his sudies. Only later
did his attentions turn to theimmensdy larger and more varied world of palitics, literature, women.

A classic pattern, in the ancient TwenCen. His sons seemed to be going at it in reverse order. Or so the
complaints from their neighbours— a half-day'swalk away, but with winsome daughters — said.

He studied the pictures. The dead woman had been outside, on a planet, watching — distant galaxies?
Forming stars? The patchy clouds might be anything. They spoke of immense energies a work. A whole
sky of photonsthat would fry biologicd life-forms. Where? When?

Nikkasaid, "The Old Oneswill want this— soon.”

"Ummm.” Nigd gave her acanny glance. "Let's say, the near soon.”

Benjamin said earnestly, "But were supposed to— "

"Right." Nigd grinned, raisng eyebrows. "And we dways do what we're supposed to."

Nikkalooked at him with an expression of tired tolerance. "Y ou wanted to livein aquiet place. It'salittle
too late to complain about being bored.”

"I'm not bored," Nigel countered. "Just abit curious.”
"You wanted to live near that worm thing out there, Dad," his daughter said. "Why? It's dangerous.”

Nigel waved an arm, taking in the rolling hills and long, flat-bottomed canyons. "Pleasant, afine placeto
bring up children. That worm doesn't act up much. We're pretty safe here, tucked away in aLane. Hard
for the mechsto find. But that doesn't mean we should stop learning. I'd like to see if something follows
thewoman. If the Old Ones send a delegation, you can be sure well learn nothing. Strange things come
through these esty wormsand — "

"Y our father likesto keep hishand in the game.”
"Sounds more to me like that little disagreement with the rock dide," Benjamin drawled.

They all laughed. Nigel had just recovered from afoolhardy skid down astony creek bed. On aplagtic
shell he had caromed from one side to the other, unable to stop on the dick runway. When they hauled
him out of the pool at the dide's base he had protested, limping badly, that after dl, the children had got
through it perfectly well.



"You'retoo old to takerisks," Angdinahad said.

"If you don't take risks, you're dead anyway but don't know it,” Nigel had said sourly, rubbing apulled
muscle and aswelling, bruised knee.

Worms, though, were abit more than risky. They were an inevitableflip sde of the esty'sflexible
dability. At adeep levd, spacetimeitsalf waslikeabiologica system. Anything that provided aniche
eventually acquired paragites.

Where the esty thinned, wormholes were born — pulled out of the quantum foam that underlay
everything. Wormslived on the gravity waves that wrestled through the esty, parasites on space-time
itdf.

Worms could link one portion of the esty to another, tapping the energy flow between them. They
demanded stupendous tensions and outward pressures to hold open their throats. The pressure sustaining
ahuman-szed worm was like that at the heart of amassive neutron star. But ashort walk away fromiit,
the effect was not even noticeable. Fields alone held worms open, both magnetic and subatomic, fed by
the smoldering energies of the edty itsdlf.

Worse, worms could even reproduce. They spawned other snaky scavengers, which flicked and twisted
between the layers and Lanes of the esty's hieroglyphic geometries. So they could give birth, just asthey
could kill. The lacerated woman had probably died in the worm, sucked in and mutilated.

Nigel pointed out that worms were an inescapable risk of life here, and Angelinamade aface. "Aw,
you're just trying to say you want to go down therock dide again.”

"| think not, actually,” Nigd responded with agrimace to her jibe. "But | wonder ... did this woman know
what she was getting into?"

Nikka arched an eyebrow. "Do we?"'

THREE
I nterfacer

They were busy with vegetable farming and the long groves of fruit-bearing trees, mostly from old Earth,
and so did not get much time to watch the place where the woman had emerged. The spot fumed, a sour
smell that wrinkled the nose from a considerable distance.

Children seldom think of their parents as anything other than fundamental building blocks of their world,
unchanging givens, like the postulates that go before a geometric proof. With Nigd and Nikkathiswas
just aswell.

Measured in flatspace time they were older than they liked to talk about in front of the children. In their
own local coordinates they were only afew centuries old, thanks to colddeep and the relativigtic effects
of the ramscoop starship. Medica science and good luck had left them feeling il rather spry, but
experience gave a certain oblique cast to the expressions that passed between them. The children noticed
those but shrugged them off as more adult mystery.

Oneday — aterm they used by convention, for in the esty there were wanings and waxings of light, but
No sun or stars, ever — a pet got loose and ventured too close. It was araccoon named Scooter they
kept outside on ahigh wire leash, the end of it strung on a rope between two trees so the raccoon could
run back and forth. The bandit-eyed bundle of energy shredded laundry and stole food at every chance
and Nikka, angry, would yank it up inthe air by the leash. The raccoon would dance on the air until it got



the idea of not doing that anymore. For awhile, anyway.

Nikkawould promiseto cook it up next mea with the long potato hash she made and the coon would
get slent. They knew it could understand. Scooter talked, sometimes. But not well. Nobody thought to
warn it about the spot and when it again found away to untie itslf — Benjamin swore the thing was
getting smarter — it followed Angelina. The coon ventured too close to the spherical seethe, got singed,
and logt afinger'sworth of tail.

Its squeaky voice complained, "Mad a me. Hurt me."

Nikka noticed that the tail was sheared off cleanly. The worm had snapped at it. The raccoon grumbled
but held till for abandage.

"You ran away," she scolded it.
"Need to Sudy."
"Looks like the worm took a sampleto study you."

Asthey laughed over thisat dinner Angelina, who kept track of communications, said, "Wegot asignd
today. Orders, redly. Said the Old Ones are interested.”

Nikka stopped spooning out the tangy long potatoes. " That means some Interfacer will show up in spit
and polish.”

"Redly?' Angdlinas mouth formed an O of frozen ddlight.

"They're just human, like us," Ito said with asardonic tone just abit too heavy, to show that he was older
and experienced, though he had never seen an Interfacer either.

"I'll talk to some old friends at the Node. Perhaps | can keep us out from under their kindly care.” Nigd
ate dowly, reflecting, astalk buzzed around their table.

Hedid not liketheideaof bringing in higher authority, the enigmatic Old Ones. They wereimpressive,
yes. But it was the nature of humanity to not stand in awe of anything for very long. After many years of
exposureto them Nigd fdt asif the Old Ones were like nosey mountains, certainly magestic but dways
looking over his shoulder while he was trying to get something done.

Later he talked on farcomm with afew old friends at the Node. Earthers, but intelligible. He got
nowhere. Worms were too important to be left entirely to mere humans. Hisliving legend status made no
difference.

The Interfacer craft arrived during the next waxing. It twisted dl over the air like along mathematica
proof the eye could follow only so far, then logt in turning complexity. Air asfluid, craft like an ed. Asif
Mozart could make hisnotesvisible, lacy in the sky while you listened to them. In the esty's curved
space, travel was never straight-line. It more nearly resembled a dide down unseen ramps of coaesced
ar.

Family Wamdey squinted upward at the confusing descent. Loops piled like unrolling ascroll. Lacy
vapour trail grips unfurled, making oneinfinitely recurving utterance, cleaving sky like aprow, tossing
time and music to each Side like a sheared wake. It made their heads ache.

The Interfacer woman who brought the Old Ones message was not so imposing. Her face was stretched
tight, shiny over the bones, so red-faced she reminded Nigel of aboiled ham in asuit. Her collar had



popped free of itslittle pearl clip so that her neck bulged like a swollen snake. Big wrists stuck out of her
shirt deeves and her eyes had the fixed narrow glaze of awoman staring at a match flame.

Not dl Eartherswereimpressive. Nigd wondered idly if an Earther nerd was something like this. Shedid
not change expression as she studied the seething spot. "A fresh esty Vor."

"Vor?' Nikkaasked, her handsin her hip pocketsin unconscious imitation of the woman's stance.

"Sang for 'Vortex.' I've only seen two fresh onesin al my years. Thisdatayou sent” — the stolid woman
waved adisk — "isvery important. Very. Y ou should have taken more care with the body."

Nigd sad evenly, "Wehad alot of picking to do in the orchard.”

"No excuse," she spat back. "The datais undoubtedly from the far future. It bears on the destiny of the
entireesty.”

"How?"' Benjamin asked. Nigel could tell from Benjamin's face that he wasimpressed, if not by the
woman at least by her aircraft. Well, time would teach him.

"We know that the mechanicals have been studying antimatter since ancient times. They are congiructing
elsawherein the gdaxy great |aboratories, orbiting the pulsars— al to capture large numbers of
positrons. This message, sent in adying mind" — she waved the disk again asif it were amurder wegpon
inatria — "provesthat they have designs on the entire gdaxy. It shows huge positron swarms. Hostile
tolife—toour life, anyway."

"Uh-huh," Ito said with alifted eyebrow.
"Y ou doubt this?' The woman looked affronted. "'l speak for the Old Ones."
"They're gpeaking through you," Ito shot back. "Y ou're just a puppet.”

Nigel put arestraining hand on his oldest son's shoulder. 1to did not have the diffidence of Benjamin.
"Pointis" Nigd said, "why send a body back?"

"Let us say that the Old Ones have severd theories." The Interfacer drew hersalf up with serene disdain.
"Quite complex. They aredifficult to convey properly to ... "

"To ordinaries like us?' Nikka asked with awise amile.

The woman sniffed. "I do not use such mundane dang. Though surely thereis adifference between us. |
have touched the Old Onesdirectly. At the menta leve."

"I'm sureit'swonderful " Nikkasaid.

There was not ashade of mdicein her tone but Nigel had ahard time not chuckling at the stiletto of
meaning he could read in the words. He and Nikkawere far older than thiswoman, but if he ever got as
stiff and dead as her, he would blow hishead off. So much for Interfacing with the Old Ones. He had
decided to not undergo it when it wasfirst offered, when the Earthers had devised the intricate method.
Now he was reminded why.

"| expect you to tend to the defences we will set up here,” the woman said, still eyeing Nikkafor ahint of
gpleen. Interfaces were notorious for taking offence.

"Defences?’ Ito was surprised.



"Agangt mechanicas. They may try to cut off thisesty Vor."

Ito scowled skepticaly. "Haven't seen amech around herein along time.”
"They have attacked other Vors and sedled them up.”

Nigel nodded, old angersrisngin him.

The Interfacer held out aviewboard. "There were further views in the datayou extracted from the dead
woman."

Inits surface imagesflickered. A vison of black holes— sharp dots against awash of pearly light. The
ety had formed from their collision. The viewboard was an advanced model. Into Nigel's sensorium
sounded quick, darting visons.

FOUR
Agonies of Gravity

Locked in a madly whirling embrace, the two black holes spiral inward to a final marriage. Asthe
partners draw closer, they swing around each other faster and faster. Each tugs out the other,
stretching the envel ope of each hole into a tortured egg shape.

In its last moments, the smaller black hole stretches and contorts its own space-time, emitting a
cry of gravitational agony: waves. These curl and lap about the smaller hole, then reflect and
refract from the larger one. Eddies form. Standing waves rever ber ate between the two. These
deepen as the moment of death approaches for the smaller hole. Energy foams from the doomed
hole, in the form of the deepening trough of gravitational waves that eddy and play in the
narrowing gap.

With a final scream of torsion and torque, the smaller hole plunges into its giant master. But the
wave energy is not lost. An intense packet of waves remains, lapping in the wash of fatality.

This packet would disperse, bleeding away into space ... if more matter did not intervene. At this
precise moment an exactly directed stream of dense mass comes snaking in along a swift
trajectory. In the full form of the General Field Equations —as envisioned long ago by Einstein,
and of course by many other of the highest minds el sewhere in the galaxy, for Nature opensits
secrets to many styles of thinking — space-time can curve itself A gravitational wave is an
oscillation in the curvature of space-time, like a ripple on the sea. But the equations are not linear.
This means that the undulation, too, produces further curvature. Gravity itself has weight.

The incoming blue-white stream of compact mass loops, drawn by the wave packet. Tidal tugs
hook the now-incandescent matter into a beautiful spiral. From a distance, the silvery luminosity
follows a path recalling the chambered nautilus, a creature born in Earth's ancient oceans, shaped
by evolution into a classic geometry.

Now the true violence begins. Soundless, swift and sure.

The mass reflects the gravitational wave troughs, forcing themto build to even higher amplitudes.
This draws the mass farther in. The spiral tightens. Wave builds upon wave. The stretch and warp
of space-time deepens. In a single microsecond comes a new kind of creation: a permanent,
self-confined war page of space-time. Within a second it spreads, an intact structure. Extra energy
bleeds away into fleeting waves, radiating out toward unreachable infinity.



Later, men who ventured into it would call it the Wedge. The name was inelegant but partly true.
It had been formed by waves wedged between two black holes. It now orbited the single spherical
hole, a tombstone of so much lost matter.

But the final drop of mass which applied the crucial touch —that was not lost. It resides inside the
Wedge. It was the first contribution of ordinary matter to the exotic, transparent walls of the
Wedge.

Thefirst damp earth, in a ceramic flower pot.

FIVE
ThreeBillion Years

"Impressive,” Nigd said guardedly. Hisfamily murmured, surprised at the intensity of the vision broadcast
into their sensoria

Nikkasad, "I've never seen before how it was done. But thisisfrom the past, many thousands of years

"Thereisadaeonit,” thewoman said. "It saysthat thisimage isfrom three billion yearsin the past.”
"Butl know —"

"Of course." Thewoman lifted her lipinarega sneer. "Three billion yearsin the past of that dead
woman. Which gives usthefirst fix on the origin of these bodies. They come from agenuindy distant
future. | am surprised that humanswill dill exigt, then.”

Ito said, "Héll, billions— what can matter over that much time?"
Nikka said soberly, "The mechs think: something does.”
"They certainly do," the Interfacer said. "They sent the Grey Mech to sedl those other Vors."

The family blinked and glanced at each other sllently. The Grey Mech wasthe one form that not even the
Old Ones could master. It had extraordinary powers and could penetrate the esty seemingly at will. The
mechanical civilisationsthat dominated the space around the esty — restrained by itstightrope walk near
the Galactic Centre's black hole— did not dare venture in often. But the Grey Mech could. And did,
following patterns no one had ever been ableto predict.

The Interfacer said quietly, "Why would mechanica's care so much about our origin — except to figure
out how to undo it?'

SIX
Deep Down Superficial

Nigd did not likeit, but Family Walmdey had to bow to the Interface. Other craft fluttered down the
curved air and deposited defensive gear — intricate assemblies of ceramo-metal tubes, tapered
carbon-web cylinders, power modules like huge brown bricks.

Nigel glanced at the shiny, white stedl surface of the control console, then away. One reachesthe age
when mirrors are of no interest. Aswell, he had long given up hope of keeping track of technology's
relentless march and to him these did not even look like weapons. Nor did the attendants who crisply set
up the defensive web, nodding curtly to him, look like soldiers. He was glad to findly see them ride their



craft back down the Lane.

The family eyed the defences skeptically. Supposedly they would keep the worm open by offsetting
whatever the Grey Mech could do toiit. "Think it'll work, Mom?' Benjamin wondered.

Nikka shook her head. "People have tried such before. But it's like awhip — easy to flip around, until
thetall bitesyou.”

"Should we, well, move?
Nikkawas gartled. "Our fruit is nearly ripe!™

That seemed to settle matters. The Interfacer had mentioned in passing that the Grey Mech sometimes
struck at wormholes only long after they had erupted. No one knew why. Still, it removed any sense of

urgency.

So did the very nature of the esty. Asasdf-curved space-time, it wasin the ordinary universe of the
gaaxy, yet had other connections — to other spaces, other times. The Old Ones used the esty, had
made and confined it, but nothing truly controlled it, any more than aman who cagesalion can
necessarily make it perform tricks.

They had aquiet evening, sobered by the presence of automatic weaponry on hair-trigger dert, just over
the rise behind the rambling house. War had so outsped human reflexesthat battles lasted mere
milliseconds. Thishad a curioudy liberating effect, for it meant that no warning or action was possible. So
the family went about life asusud, but talked little.

Getting ready for bed that evening, Nigel worked hisfingertipsadong his scalp linewhere hisgrey,
thinning hair began. He could have changed the grey readily to blond or one of the more fashionable hues
— scarlet, say, or dectric blue— but he liked the effect.

Carefully heran hisleft hand down and to the Sde, opening hisface dong abarely visble scar that ran
along his chin, around the neck and down his back. Electrostatic bonds ripped free with asound like
corn popping in the next room. He pedled his skin back in astraight line down the spine and drew the
flap over hisleft shoulder and biceps, until he could paingtakingly roll it up againgt hiswrist withamoisty,
sucking sound. The skin stripped back down to his buttocks, revealing moist redness.

He turned with exaggerated gracein aballet pose. "Thered me. Likeit?'

Lounging back on their massive bed, Nikka laughed despite hersdlf. "Can't you do your medical some
other time?1 wasjust getting in the mood.”

"I'll recdlibrate my secretors. Add some hormones. Give you an even better run for your money.”
"l wasn't planning on paying money, and | didn't have running in mind."

He groaned as he turned digital controls that the peeling had exposed. "A literdist! God spare the sacred
erotic impulse from their kind."

"Y ou expect slky passions after you show me that ?'
"Fair enough. But trust me to summon up your passon, madam. My specidity.”
Sheamiled. "Hurry up, then.”

He gave her afond grin as heworked on himsdlf: tuning, refilling small vias, scanning outputs. She was



gtill snewy and muscular, her skin smooth everywhere but at ebows and knees. Somehow, Nige noted
as heingpected his own, those spots and the backs of hands were not corrected by the elaborate
chemica cocktails medical science provided. A minor complaint. Without hisin-body systems, which he
had to tunein thisrather unsettling fashion, he and Nikkawould have been dead for centuries.

"How isit?" she said suddenly — some mute inner pressure had finaly found voice.

"Um. Not much change." He turned dightly toward the shadows, so she could not read theindices. On a
tiny digita display he used to communicate with hisin-body sysemsasmall light winked red. He silenced
it with an adjustment, fingers working swiftly with long practice.

"How much change?'

At times like this he was decidedly rankled that he had, from al the flower of womanhood, chosen one
with abulldog tenacity for detall. "A bit. A smdl bit."

"Whichway?"'
"Ummmm." He shrugged and started packing himsalf up.

She let the evasion pass. He concentrated on his Earther tech, engineered to be maximally convenient.
Like an employee in acandy factory, the key was knowing when to stop taking thingsfor free. Heand
Nikka had adopted the truly useful and avoided the rest. There were other techno-delights open to them,
but they used the minimum.

He had to shuck hisright hand free abit to get at apesky lace of veinsthat had clogged. He pulled the
epidermisloose asif he had on atight glove, pinching each finger free separately. The veins needed a
soothing application of some noxious stuff. When the smell was gone he pulled the supple skin back into
place, feding the tabs self-sed with awarm purr.

"It'slower, it it?'

He knew that ignoring her would not work; it never had. "It's ahundred seventy-two point eight.”
"A full point down."

Heturned back and her face was quite suddenly older, mournful. "Nothing for it, luv."

"If we gointo those specidistsagain— "

"They'll nod and probe and do me no good. Remember?”

"It will kill you," she said with abrupt energy.

"Something hasto.”

"Don't be so goddamned glib!"

"That's me. Deep down, I'm superficid.”

"But you jus, you just — " and she did the absolute worgt thing, burst into tears. The one measure he
could never confront with awry smile and hislofty disdain for the nagging intrusions of life.

So it ended asit had so many times before. He took her in hisarms. Simple sympathy and body warmth
made up for words. They comforted each other with aknowingness born of time and troubles past. It



was along while before they dept.

SEVEN
A Few Microseconds

The Wamdeys visited the worm seldom because there was plenty of work to be done in the long,
gretching groves, amid the sweet scent of crops coming.

Seasons of a sort came and went in the esty and one had to pick fruit when the fitful warming of the
timestone brought it to peak. They werein the fields when ahard yellow-white streak raced through the
ar high above and dammed into the esty where the woman had appeared.

The weapons of the Old Ones answered. Hard radiation spiked at the edge of Nigel's sensorium. He
seldom used this Earther tech, but for the moment it was on full range. He turned hishead —

— aswift sensation of something massive and grey, high upintheair but closing fast —
— A slence swelling like a bubble toward the family.
They wereloading up aproduce carrier. Theimpulse hit before they could even pivot to flee.

Brilliant glare enveloped them. The air seemed to clot — athick, massive deadening. A flicker wrapped
around them like neon rain, illuminated by green sheet lightning —

— curling tendrils—
— sheetsglowing like ghost fire—
And when it had passed, the far terrain around them was bare, hogtile, steaming with sulphurous vapours.

Machinesworked in divers of seconds that humans could not percelve. Huge energies dice time as they
shatter it. The battle between the Grey Mech and the Interfaces wesapons was over — had been
decided, transmitted, antisepticaly digested by distant minds, its effects calibrated and assessed.

The mechanicals attack had distorted the esty. Mere bystandersin the spreading gulp of thereflexing
ey, the Wamdeys had been swept through the wormhole portd, a swerve in space-time accomplished
between two thuds of the human heart.

EIGHT
Antiques Dealer

It took them daysto figure out, first, what had happened and, second, what they could do about it.
Thefirgt answer was buried in the fast diagnostics of the

Interfacer defences. Nikkaretrieved those. The mech attack had dimpled them through to another place
inthe esty. Not merely to the other end of the wormhole, which presumably connected to afar future.
Instead, the intengity of the flux of gravitational radiation emitted in the battle had whipped the wormhole
to some other location in the esty.

It had sheared off most of their groves. With them went alot of equipment and their pet raccoon. A
diced fraction of their origina farm sat uneadily inanew place.



Another space, another time. Another space-time.
The second answer was harder to accept: nothing.

"We can't, well, reversethisgrav gear?' Exasperated, 1to dapped one of the modular cylinders. It
seemed undamaged.

Nikka shook her head, tired. She had kept up her technica ability better than Nigel. She could read the
interlaced matrices of the artificia intelligence that maintained the Interface pparatus. "It isadefensve
net, not atransport device."

Ito had dways been impatient with recacitrant equipment. He busted aknuckle trying to get ased off
one of the smooth, enigmatic cylinders. "How can they leave us stranded like this?* He twisted his mouth
in exasperation while Nigd watched with something like amusement. Nigel had never expected
organisations to get him out of scrapes and was quite sure that he wastoo old to Start.

"Y ou have to understand that the esty isn't just a convenient massto live on, asource of loca gravity,"
Nigel sad. "Such asaplanet, for example.”

Blank looks. None of the three children had ever lived on aplanet.

Despite an extensive education, he reminded himself, they could not truly visuaise the most dementary
aspects of it — an empty blue sky overhead, giving way to stars at night that swung around the black
bowl in serene circles; raucous weather churning out of vagrant winds, driven by complex vector forces;
horizons that always curved away, so that ships showed their mastsfirst asthey approached; the very
oceans such ships could sail on, implying acolossa lavishness of water; the wholly different sensation of
living at the bottom of agravity well, while above yawvned avast abyss, visble to aglance upward.

"It'srubbery,” Nigd said. "And unpredictable.”

Thefact that they lived in aportion of the esty noted for its solidity did not lessen thisfact, but Nigel saw
that in bringing up the children so far from the spongy zones, he and Nikka had perhaps erred on the side
of sfety.

Angelinaobjected, "But the Interfacer said — "
"Nobody redly controlsthe esty," Nikkasaid. "Not even the Old Ones. It evolvesand weliveinit."

Angdlina gestured upward, where alightly forested land hung far away, curving behind cottony clouds. It
looked as though they were in aspectacular spinning cylinder, pinned to its outer walls by centrifuga
force.

But spin did not do the job. The esty held itself together by folding space-time— by curving itsdlf in
unimeaginable thin sheets, stacking time and space like pages of avast book, the events and substance of
wholelives and eras encased in wallsthat felt as solid as granite.

Einstein had seen that mass curved space-time. The esty reversed the equaity, making curved ety itsdlf
fed like mass, planet-solid. A building materid. The esty wasfar more lively than mere boring metter, for
indeed in aprofound way it was dive, the compacted stuff of existence that could spawn more of itsdf. It
even had paradites, the worms.

"How can we get back to home?' Angelinaasked plaintively.

"Wecan't," Nikkasadflatly. "No gear for it."



"We can't usethis, then?" Ito dapped theinert cylinder.

Hewas afineworker and loved his mother but fire flashed in his eyes when confronted with balky
mechinery.

"It'sdefendve, period,” Nikkasaid mildly. "To even attempt areturn we need to open thewormin a
controlled way."

"How hard isthat?' Nigd asked.
She shook her head. "Even experts shy away from that, if they're smart. It's dangerous work."

"What'sit take?' Benjamin asked. He had his mother's upturned chin and her quiet assurance that given
time and tinkering, miracleswere routine.

"Some integrative graviton sensors, afield generator which can ddliver aterawatt at ten kilohertz acoustic
... and aCausdlity Engine." Nikkasat gingerly on aboulder. She had twisted her back in the flickering
microsecond of trangition through the Vor.

Benjamin's mouth sagged. No miracles were going to happen right away.
Nigel asked skepticdly, "Causality Engine? | thought we could take causdity for granted.”

Nikka shook her head, the sheen of her long, braided black hair catching the light. "It's kegping causdity
in proper order that takes control.”

Nigd had left the ever more complex physics of the esty to othersin favour of his orchards, as a proper
reward of age. Nikkadtill relished technica detail, and it took her quite awhileto convey to them the
relms of chaotic logic. Daunting Stuff.

A Vor was a'chaotic attractor' that linked portions of the esty in random fashion. But the links had a
cycliclogic, so that any given connection would recur ... intime. Generdly, along time. Making it
happen again demanded deft mathematical control of thelip of the Vor. The process resembled tirring a
pot, using bursts of gravitationd radiation.

She was explaining thiswhen apae pink craft diced acrosstheir clouded sky and banked over them. Its
backwash dammed down afist of heated air, making them duck. It settled a short distance away on
oddly angled struts of purple metal that ended in disk footpads.

A woman camerapidly toward them, shanks hiking her forward as though in arace. She worejet-black,
porous ceramic eyes that wrapped around her head like acombination of hat and spectacles, yet left the
crown of her honey hair uncovered.

"I'll go set rate," she announced in a peremptory voice, heavily accented in broad a'sand eh's.
"For what?' Ito asked. He was nearer her and she seemed to assume he was delegated to speak.
"Dontddl.”

"Werenot —"

"Look, | befirgtin. So| get thebid.”

Ito looked irked. "First in what?'



"Y ou know not? Y ou've beed inside asuspension bubble. | waited daysfor it to pop.”
Ito frowned. "A ... time bubble?’

"Checko." She raked them all with an assessing gaze. ™Y ou be stable, though. | looked over your chunk
fromtheair. It snapped off asection of ordinary rock. Settled inwdll, | saved.”

"Where are we?"
"Sawazaki Lane. Y our equipment — early era, right? | be good with antiques.”
"We tunnelled through to ahuman Lane, though, right?" Ito persisted.

Nigel watched his son's expression as the redlisation dawned that they could just as easily have popped
out in some hellhole Lane of methane gas or bitter cold. Nigel and Nikka had known that but, as Nikka
had said to him in private, what could they have done? The mechs had sent their diver of esty caroming
out into the larger esty, and it had lodged where laws of nonlinear dynamicstook it.

"Sure, did you not plan to?' Distracted, the woman glanced at her deeve. "Ummm. Asl calc, | could
offer you asingle pointo pricefor dl of it."

She looked at them, an entirely phony smile splitting her face, showing bright yellow teeth. " Sight unseen.
| willn't bother. Not my style to poke around too much with people standing right there. Don't much need
the money. | just take what luck brings me."

Ito gaped. "What? Buy everything?"
"Hat fee basis. Leave or take."
Nikkalet her jaw jut out in away Nigd knew well. "We aren't interested.”

The woman frowned. "L ook, | know how it is. Y ou must've saved most of your nut to get thisbig a
soread dip-streamed in, right? I'll dlow for that, believe me." Sherolled her eyestheatricdly. "Even
though | usudly get my budget busted when | do.”

Nikkadid not smile back. "No ded."

"Huh?Y ou're trans-importers, right?"

"No," Nikkasaid. "Wererefugees.”

"Wl then, you'll be needing cash, won't you? | can see my way clear to offer — "
"Wewont sdl," Nigd sad mildly.

Her ceramic eyes prowled them. Facets winked as she turned her head, diagnostics probing. Shewore a
scarf, barely visible above an ivory jacket cut to show one obvious weapon, an antique-looking pistol on
its own pop-out handle, and to conceal several others that made mere ripplesin her deek contours.

"Y ou people know not Sawazaki law, do you?' Again the eye-roll. "Lord, protect me from amateurs.”

Nigd sad, "Wewere blown here by mechs. Certainly we would appreciate assistance in getting back
home"

She brightened. "Well then—"



"With our property intact.”

Her friendly bluster vanished. The transformation was so sudden it seemed to Nigd that he saw awholly
new face. Heavy brows tinted auburn, split by adeep frown line. Sunken, brilliant yellow eyes below —
visblewhen the artificial eyeswent suddenly transparent. Her hands were ribbed and knobbed like
enlarged gloves— which, Nige redised belatedly, they were— which angled forth fat fingers of obvious
strength. He wondered why she needed them.

"Snarfs, en?' she said in amenacing whisper.

Her gloved hands unsheathed into thin, servo'd fingers that jutted from the sausage-thick ones. Sharp,
businesdike. "Then you be coming with."

Ito stepped forward, scowling Thiswas just the kind of problem ayoung man would riseto, Nigd saw,
and inthe set of Ito's jaw trouble was coming. Nigel was a half step behind him as 1to began, "I don't
think | like theway you—"

— and Ito was on the ground. Nigel had not even seen her move. She had punched him and returned to
exactly the same pogtion in an eye-blink.

NINE
The Tilted City

The city was on edge. Not meaning in afoul mood, Nigel thought to himsalf asthey coasted over,
through, and around the steepled constructions, but quite literally.

The spired sprawl canted up into thefilmy air asthough it had been formed in abowl until it hardened,
and then shucked free — so that the curved base tipped nearly al the way over, a crescent moon about
to crash down.

But it was at least a hundred kilometres across. It rested on arocky plain, a colossal ornament on the
insgde of aspherica bulgein Sawazaki Lane. Inthefar foggy distance he could see the annular geometry
they had emerged from. Tricks of diding perspective and the sharp dry air made everything here seem
minigure,

They banked in and the illuson vanished. The city became aforest of dender spires, jewelsjutting up
from the curved base. They swdled into thick, serpentine buildings studded with tiny lights: windows.

In the city gravity pointed at 'local down' as naturaly as ever. Only by waking some distance through the
curioudly cushioned streets could one tdll that the direction veered steadily, accommodating the bowl's
curvature. The effect struck Nigel as miraculous.

"How do they do this?' he wondered. "Gravity like hands cupping ababy's butt?"

Nikkafrowned but it was unlike her to admit being ssumped. "They've figured away to make the esty
exert gravitationa forces and torques a adistance ... | think."

The woman escorting them, whose name proved to be Tonogan, said sardonicaly, "Wetilt our city for
religious reasons. Y ou would not understand.”

Nigel could not tell whether she was joking but it seemed an unlikely extravagance. He could seethe air
shimmer with compressed forces at the city's rim. It occurred to him that if the effect wasred, and not
some bizarre opticd illusion, then it demanded that gravitational waves be radiated from thevisble plain



below up to the esty that cupped the city. But gravitational waves of such intensity were incredible. Or so
he thought.

He remembered the pictures of the two black holes merging, marrying, and giving birth to something
wholly different between them. Maybe the way to think here was with biological metaphors, not the old
physics ones he had learned at Cambridge so long ago.

They passed through crowds whose size, mass, attire (where there was any), and facial gesturesran a
gamut Nigel had never seen before. Some were antic, reacting to everything. Others seemed sublimely
indifferent to the rabble of the oddly shaped who ambled, meandered, drifted, strolled, and marched
without apparently acknowledging each other or, indeed, the ordinary laws of physics. Some seemed
lighter, making great bounds. Others skated on unseen platforms. (Nigd tried to trip one, but the fellow
did past without a glance and for haf an hour later hisfoot, which had felt no contact, was bitingly cold.)
Some flew with outspread arms. Others scarcely seemed to walk at dl, but moved forward swiftly on
unseen carriers.

A passing man lit acigarette of some sweet-smelling stuff by scraping the knob end againgt hisbelt. Nigel
wondered what happened if you dropped awhole pack of them knob-down.

Some wore sandpaper-rough clothing to keep people at arespectful distance; a useful urban attire Nigel
had not seen before. Despite the noise and confusion, an old game played out: locals were doing their
best to accommodate the visitors and relieve them of any excess cash.

A kid dapped a button on Angelina's shoulder and it began to spesk. "Dooed the upshift till you be
down? Want to go/get level? Think pointo and — " Angelina pried off this portable advertisement and
tossed it away, where it stuck to awall and began its pitch again.

Tonogan swerved suddenly into abroad opening in apyramida building. The family, gawking, hastened
to keep up. She never looked back, apparently certain that they would follow. Inside, the floor propelled
them through intersecting streams of men and women with fluorescent neck and ear tattoos, who came
and went with bewildering speed, legs scissoring. At alarge, ornate, copper-sheen doorway stood two
well-muscled men wearing wraparound grey that accentuated their chest and shoulders. They stood
rigidly, Nigel noted, and looked quite intrepid.

They were apparently protecting an obese woman in aviolently purple bag-dress. She wore skin to
match, anear perfect shade. Y awning, she languidly glanced up asthey came through the verticaly
pivoting door.

"Good waxing." Her voice rippled with polished undertones, as though shetruly felt that it was agood
risng of the esty'sfitful light and hoped that you did, too.

Shewent back to looking at a scroll held in one hand. 1t unrolled on its own and she seemed fascinated
with it, not even looking up as Tonogan rattled off argpid-fire summary. They were standing in agdlery
that gave onto an odd courtyard. As Tonogan spoke something like asix-legged dog trotted about
courtyard centre. It seemed to glide more than walk among the plants that festooned the area— big
speckled yellow-green effusions, geysers of leafy abundance.

The large woman interrupted Tonogan with, "I seethe scans. A family, um. Quite alarge areato
trandip, en?'

Shelooked at Nikka, who answered. "We want help in getting back to our Lane, at our esty cords.”

Nigel felt aquiet pride; ever Nikka, ever direct. Nigd was adoddering language purist, and didiked



shortening 'coordinates to ‘cords since that obscured a perfectly good word for rope, but he also knew
that to crunch thelingo was crucid. The trimmed English here— dl verbs and plurasregular, smple
congtructions — was efficient, where travellers from other eras and territories crossed.

"Imposshble”
Nikkasad petiently, "Technicdly it must be—"
"No no! It's expensive.”

Nikkafrowned, aways uncomfortable with financia matters. Nigdl said, "We could perhapstrade off a
bit of our holdings."

The purple woman looked distracted — back to her scroll. Nobody asked them to sit down and indeed
there was no place to do so in thislong, dick-floored vestibule. She occupied al of a spacious divan,
with abit more of her |ft over.

Finaly she yawned, perhaps not for show. "Y ou haven't nearly enough. Interesting historica artifacts, but

"Higtorica?" Ito took affront.
"Well, you do come from" — agtring of digits and words, meaninglessto Nigel — "and that'sawayfer."
"Wafer?' Ito asked, hisjaw working with irritation.

"Way far gone, aswe say here. | speak your gpproximate regiona language, be | not? 1 had to chipload
for it, that be how much trouble | went to." She waved a hand with sausagefingersin airy disdain and
went back to her scroll. Apparently the rest of the world was supposed to freeze in place until her
attention returned.

The strangely snakelike dog spotted a covey of dappled birds who had waddled out from beneath one of
the leafy explosions. It went into alow stalk. The closer it got the dower and lower it went, until finally
the birds burst into the sky and the dog dashed to where they had been. Trotting around, it wagged its
ed-liketall.

Nigel felt amused and comforted by the display. Genestell, and this echo of Earth waswelcome. He
remembered pigeonsin Trafalgar Square, chased by hounds out on aleash, and the momentary picture
brought adizzy sense of theimmense perspectivesin thislife of his, so long and wearing.

"Ummm. Y ou know anything about holies?" the purple woman asked, one finger held to her cheek,
garing at her scroll asthough it were amirror.

Nikkasaid cautioudy, "I know that esty Vortices are naturaly occurring wormholes. No matter what
Sze, they have fixed matter-throughput. But the bandwidth of information — matter, data, anything —
that can go through scales up with itsradius. The Grey Mech hit uswith something— "

"A Causdity Polariser," the purple woman said, licking her lipswith something like rdlish. "If | could only
get onel”

" — and blew usinto here. And now."

"Our 'now' be quite a bit downstream of you," thewoman said. "Y ou be severd million year-kilometres
digant."



Nigd blinked. "That much?'
She shrugged. "A moderate traverse.”
"Can't you break that up into distance and time?"

She laughed, lips stretched far back, but without real joy. "How old be you? Theidea— splitting the
esty!" A dry cackle.

Nigel felt both awkward and vexed. "Fair enough. We know in principle that space-time can't be just
sectioned out, leastwise not here.”

"Clocks and feet separate them out pretty well, but the esty knows what we can't see.” Therewasakind
note in her voice as she asked, "Y ou be old, yes?' Nikkasaid plainly, "From Earth." The purple woman's
eyesflared with surprise, then anger. "l try be friendly with you, give you an honest dedl. And you think
you can play gamed"

It was Nikkasturn to laugh. "I'm telling the truth. What do you want, passports?"

The woman's chip did not know the word — indeed, passports made no sense in amultiply connected
esty with no true boundaries— and she waved them away, mouth askew with displeasure.

"Y ou people shouldn't betradersat dl!" Ito blurted, "We aren't — can't you get that Straight?’ Her eyes
blazed again. "You get this straight. Y ou take therate | offer you for your property — buildings,
historical, mech widgets and sendies, the lot — or you'll be punished.” Nigd bridled. "Punished for
what?" "For taking up space, air, time— anything | want!" She stood with effort, waddling forward on
huge feet — a purple wall unaccustomed to collisons. Nigel held hisground. She jutted alarge palm out
and shoved him. She was massive and surprisingly strong. He staggered back and made amistake.
Without thinking he punched her swiftly in the ssomach.

In what seemed the same instant someone struck him from behind. A sharp jolt of eectrica violence
coursed up through him. Then he was lying on the floor, without any perceptible interva in between.
Arms and legs numb. Sounds hollow, distant. Staring up at acloudy bowl. In acity tipped on end, he
recaled digantly.

The purplewal had gone back to her couch. Hissing in hisinner ear, the mistsaround him fried away. He
looked around and everything was as before.

Tonogan had shocked him with the rod she held easily in one hand. Helet along breath out and stood,
wheezing and rickety at the knees. How to begin?

"And who the hell — " Nigel had an ingtant of caution, obvioudy far too late, il trying to Sze up this
Szablelady — "areyou?'

"The Chairwoman,” Tonogan said. All thistime she had been standing &t rigid attention, like the two
Suffed men outsde.

"Chairwoman of what?' Nikkademanded.

"Everything. Just about everything.”

"o

The Chairwoman wrapped up her calculator-scroll and glowered darkly. "Pleased to meet you."



TEN
Eine Kleine Nachtmusik

Ito did hiswork, hooking up some multisocketed pipes, and al the whilelooked off into the distance
without saying anything.

When he could wait no more Nigel asked, "All right, what'swrong?'
"Y ou got to ask that?"

"I'm not swift on the subtleties”

"Qubtleties? Best way to get your atentioniswith agtick.”

They had been working for weeksin menia |abour, hauling this, cleaning that. Putting in penance time for
the Chairwoman, Tonogan had cdled it. It was clear that in this Lane the purple woman ran everything
with ahard hand, for reasons that remained to Nigel quite mysterious. And he had been forced to
concede that she had solidly behind her the brunt of what passed for law here.

Nigel sghed and worked two pipes together, applying sealant. No matter how advanced technology got,
there was aways grunt labour needed to jimmy stubborn matter into place. No legions of robots or
smartened animals ever replaced the generd handyman-cum-janitor.

Timeto trot out the gpology again. "Son, I'm sorry | got usinto this— "
"Look, | heard arumour,” I1to said evenly.
Nigel shook his head, bone-weary. He was fedling sour, defeated. "I'm not in the mood for rumours.”

Matters had not worked out well between Ito and Nigel for quite awhile now. His brilliantly mangled
handling of the Chairwoman had not improved the festering tension — inevitable, he supposed —
between him and hisfirst son, now coming to manhood.

Ito had bridled at the discipline imposed by the Chairwoman's silent, impassive police. Rough handling.
Abrupt dawn awakenings. Long days of scut work. Adequate meals that had to be eaten in arush. Little
privecy in the muggy, close gpartment given them, sandwiched into a brawling tenement. No time off the
grinding labour. No chanceto get out of the curfew hours, theiron-hard lockup, therigid lights-out. No
access to any media, no contact with ordinary people other than to pick up their trash.

Angdlinaand Benjamin had borne up well. Nigel and Nikka could take punishment, too, but their oldest
son had snapped back at their police 'escorts. He had refused to clean up messes when toilet plumbing

broke, swore at the police orders. So the placid police had most politely smacked him around, prodded
him with neuro-gtims, given him a'saize-up', which locked his musclesin vibrating bands of rigid tenson

— dl whilefaintly amused. It had not improved 1to's mood.

Not afuture Utopia, no.

But the future, certainly. The city they glimpsed from the back aleyswhere they worked was strange and
fabulous. As nearly asthey could tell, the complex was dtratified, with an upper crust that revelled in
techno-wonders, avast mgjority that lived amplelives, and alower caste that did the grunt work. Not
exactly afreshidea

There were technologies Nikkaand Nigel were sure had not existed anywherein the esty intheir era.
The Grey Mech had dammed them into afuture far from their comforts.



Ito persisted. "Thisrumour, it said maybe the Chairwoman will listen to usagain.”

Nigel studied hisson'sface, trying to think clearly despite the spreading achein hislower back from
stooping, and the silent blanket of fatigue that had spread over him. Still an hour l€ft in thiswork day.
"That's not arumour. Who told you?'

Ito looked edgy as he swept back a greasy tangle of hair. "Tonogan. She wantsto seeyou.”
"Y ou've been negatiating with her?!

"Not redly.”

"Which means?'

"Wdl, maybe some."

"The family hasto spesk with onevoice, asyou full well know."

Ito chewed hislip. "Wéll, you aren't doing anything."

"I'mwaiting her out."

"Her waiting's easier than ours."

"Shewants our property. It's probably worth alot more than you or | think.”

Ito flared, mouth twisting. "How can we know what to think? Were stuck down in basements and alleys
al day, busting our humps, getting flat nothing— "

Nigel sat on atrash can and kicked at a brown flask, still corked but empty. He had never thought of the
far future asaplace of ordinary junk and grit, much of which amedieva peasant would have ingantly

recognised.

"Right," he conceded, "it's not playing out well. That Chairwoman — what abland namefor atyrant! —
seems bound by what passesfor law here. She can't smply take what she wants. There are procedures.”

"l can't seewhere we have any rightsat al.”
"This place seemsto work through intimidation, rather than rights."
Ito chuckled dryly. "With afrosting of polite brutdity, | bet."

Nigel nodded. The family was getting depressed and, quite so, the Chairwoman could exert arcane
legdismsto keegp them likethisindefinitdly.

"Dad, you'rein over your head here. That fall you took last week was nasty and | can see you're till
limping—"
"Scarcdy fdtit."

The dow, seady achein hisleft leg never left him. Somehow he had not thought that the far future would
dill havepaininit, either. 1 saw too much rosy-visioned Walt Disney, he thought tartly. WWould anybody
in thiswhole cupped city recognise that ancient name? Of course not.

"So | just took it on mysdlf to tak ali'l to Tonogan — "



"Without telling anyone. Breaching the family's—"
"You weren't doing agoddamn thingto— "
"That'senough.”

Tonogan had comeinto the dley without their noticing.

She was deekly dressed in grey-black, athin club like ariding crop tapping on her thigh. Nigel gestured
to Ito to be cautious.

Shesad, "I gather from your son that you might be in amood to renegotiate.”

"Yourejustintime” Nigd sad, Sitting up straight. "1 was about to leave for my exercise a the
gymnasum.”

"Very funny. Remember, | have your medica indices”

"Not much privecy in thisplace, isthere?' Nigel enquired lightly of his son.

Sheignored this, adding, "Including fatigue factors.”

"Quite. Weredly must thank you for a bracing round of workouts. We're getting into terrific condition.”
"Y ou would befunny if your Stuation beed not so pathetic.”

"Can't say the samefor you, das."

Tonogan sat irritably on another trash can and said she would like to explain ‘certain things. Nigel gave
Ito awarning glance: be cautious.

As she talked he became reasonably sure that they were setting him up. Not very subtly, either. Greed
dulled even keen minds.

He stalled, amused by her impatience. He had known an approach would come but had not suspected
Ito asthe channdl. Still, Nikka had accurately predicted Tonogan's pattern to him, fully aweek before.
Despite hisworn face she would try abit of coquetry first, perhaps offer him adrink. And hereit came,
from athermos, cutting and heady. Then very earnestly, with much show of concern, she would warn
him.

"I know not if | can protect you from the Chairwoman.”

"Who could?'

"Nobody ever insulted her that way. Much less hitted her and lived.”

"Surely she's been spanked, at least by her mother. Probably by you, eh?" A dight loft of eyebrow; a
little TwenCen kink, here; seeif it trandates acrossthe culturd abyss.

"Beserioud" A pretty scowl, not redly convincing. " She could have killed you right there."
"She could havetried.”

" She be avery dangerous woman. | can help you with her, though. | telled her later that you didn't redly
meanit."



"Butl did."
"Y ou know not what you be doing!"
"Tdl her | want an gpology."

"Y ou be stranger, but that no excuse." Her eyesjerked in afrenzy of expressiveness. Overacting, Nigel
thought. A rather bad case. He yawned.

"Listen, | talked to her, calmed her down. She sayed that she would accept some of your goods in trade
for your life

"Goods?"
An eaborate shrug. " Some of your gadgets might be worth, well, alittle.”

"Ummm. That'sher find offer?'

"Absolutely. Y ou have astandard day to agree. Miss that and she shows no mercy.”

"| see. Tell her | make the same offer."

"What?' Dishdief — genuinethistime.

"Give me sometrinket and | won't kill her."

"You be mad."

"That will come out even. | don't kill her, she doesn't kill me. Well call the trinkets even, too."

"Insults mean something here. | know not what made you float that ridiculous story about Earth, but
wherever you be from, you cannot talk thisway. And to hit the Chairwoman!"

Tonogan wasworking hersef into alather and seemed even to believe what she was saying. Astonishing
talk poured from her. Nigel never took quite enough account of the fact that people believe in the most
ridiculous things, smply because others did, too. Such asthe absolute authority of asinglefat womanina

baggy robe.

Ito injected, "Dad, stop kidding around. This Chairwoman isthe real authority here, never mind how she
looks."

Nigel looked at his son and said mildly, "It's what she says that makes me doubt her mental balance.
Whatever political system they've got here, it'sawry.”

Tonogan's perfect yellow teeth massaged her lower lip and Nigdl saw he had guessed right; even the
Chairwoman's minions thought she was askew. The moment passed and Tonogan said precisdly, "l
should not spesk of such things, | suppose, but ... shewill torture you before you die, do you not realise
thet?"

"Um." He drew along face. So things were even worse than he thought. He shook his head. Perhaps
Ito's caution had been good advice. Well, too late now.

Tonogan added, "And dl your friends.”
"Family, actudly. Go tel her."



"Your childd Shewill —"

"Go." He pointed and she went.

ELEVEN
Sphincter Frequency

They would comeinwith dl sorts of high-tech stuff, of course. Unfathomable stuff. So he went low-tech.

There were tinny, ceramic throw-away cansin halways— peopl€'s manners never improved — and he
took abag of them back to the family lair. With spoons stuck in them they were so dumb and so smple
an darm that they might work.

Nikkavolunteered doubtfully, "1 could see about sedling the doors and windows better."”
"L ocksre useful only againgt the dovenly.”

"What if they try something when wereworking?'

"We're too spread out, in different labour crews.”

"Y ou think they'll do something to the entire family? And here?’

Nigel considered. "No, unless| migudge that monstrosity of awoman. Something to humiliate me and
sober therest."

Nikka sat back, startled. Thelr tiny 'dining' table was chipped and worn and her hands clasped each
other with atension her face never showed. He remembered that this sense of inner forceswell
marshaled was what had first drawn him to her, long ago. "They'll beat you? In front of us?'

Asamatter of fact Nigd thought exactly that. Some methods smply could not be improved upon. This
was astrange culture, true, but he was getting the fed of it. Still, to quiet her fears he said, "Too obvious."

"Some techtrick?"

"Fellow on my work gang told me those white rods the police carry are acoustic projectors. The disk a
the end focuses awave at the resonant frequency of muscles.”

Nikka shivered. She dways hated the description of violence, though when necessity demanded, she
could quite easly commit it. " Sounds awful."

"They usudly tuneit to the frequency of the sphincter.”
She made aface. He laughed.

They weretired dl the time now. Not physicaly so much — before, they had al worked long orchard
hours and danced |late into the night — but from uncertainty and dgection. Their bedroomswere
cramped, bare, and muggy with damp heet. The only sizable areawas the living room, entered by a door
off afetid corridor. A depressing hovel.

Probably alittle call after they had falen adeep, then. Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, as Mozart, dead now
over thirty thousand years, had put it. A little night music.

Nigel did not see much of away to get in other than the flimsy front door and the two windows on an air



shaft. They were ten stories up the bare sheet metal shaft, an unlikely approach. Thugswerelazy, in his
experience.

The spoon trick would only give dight warning. What real defences did they have? No weapons better
than akitchen knife,

Against the protests of everyone he took to deeping on athin pallet beside the front door. The door
swung open toward the pdlet but the uneven floor matting stopped it before it could touch him.

He did not mind deeping that way, though he did miss Nikka's soft embrace. The palet was thick enough
for hisknobby joints and the perpetua murmur of arguments and kitchen racket from the air shaft was
subdued there, away from the windows. He dept there for aweek. Sleep came easier and deeper
because he was getting more tired from the work and a growing hopelessness. He woke one night and
thought sombrely of wheredl thiswas going and then a clatter came nearby as a can and spoon made
momentary music together. The door's dight scrape had probably dragged him up from afitful dream.

He got up quickly. They would have infrared gear, but he was shielded by the door. He, on the other
hand, had nothing and did not know where they were. He went flat against the door. No sound. They
were probably hoping that nobody would rouse, so they could carry out their plan.

They? Something told him there was only one other presence here. A dight whisk of breath from his
right. That fit the humiliating beating scenario, dl the worse for being imposed by asingle thug. Probably
the fellow would use sunnersto immobilise the rest of the family.

Where was he? In the long moment after the alarm nothing had moved. His heart thudded into itsfuture
at agtartling pace while his bresths came — shalow, keep them shallow — in ameasured Sx per minute.
He strained into the blank darkness.

Remember that you are old and a bit lacking in endurance. Quick work is the best.

There — asudden shadow, stepping fast. Nigdl launched himself at the man's back, hit — and dammed
him forward.

No point in trying for an injury. Armsaround, quick. Don't let him use hishands. A heavy thunk as
something hit the floor. Maybe the stunner.

Head down, butt him in the direction he had been going. Another step. Get some push init. Another. The
man's legs were rummaging for purchase, wanting to stop. Mid-course correction here— veer |€ft.
Toward the rectangle of light. Nigel knew he could be flipped aside by some martial artstrick but if he
kept the speed up —

To thewindow, the soft glow showing this man to be big and grasping for something on his hip. Gun,
probably.

Very well — without pause, Nigd lifted with hisarms. The man was trying to turn but momentum was
inarguable. The body came off the floor and chunked into the windowsill.

Hewas heavy and solid but his mass turned on the hinge of the windowslll. Nigel lost hisgrip on the man
then and afist hit him full in the mouth. He staggered back. Taste of blood. A second fist clipped him.
The man was till on thewindow lip. A short ah astheflailing shadow realised that the window had been

thoughtfully left open.

Nigd lunged forward. The man was quick and hit him hard in the throat. All Nigel had waskinetics
working for him. He did not let the punch stop him and crashed into the man. He clutched the windowsil



to stop himself.
The other could not. Toppling: over and out.

Wilco, Roger, over and out. Y ou never forgot the dang of youth. The body seemed to shrink in the
gloom, diminishing asit tumbled. A thin scream came back, echoing on the sheet metal.

A wet smack. Then nothing. In the cinder-red glow from the city curving to the horizon he saw shadows
scurry away below.

The backup team? Wdll, they seemed to have lost interest.

He heard a scramble behind him as [to dammed shut the door. Anyone who tried next would find a
family armed with odd blunt instruments.

He sghed. Satisfying. The view from here must be wonderful when there was enough light to seeit. He
had never been off the work gang when the timestone bristled with light, flooding the city with atorrent of
heat and light. But then in reasonable light he would have never been ableto play an old man'strick.
There were compensations. He felt the damp heat glow of the ruddy timestone on his cheeks and felt no
remorse whatever. Maybe this was maturity. Odd, how much like callousness it would seem from the
outsde. Made one wonder about assessments of others.

He thought abouit thet, listening for noisesin the inky lands below. No conclusions.

There seldom were. Maybe that was maturity, too.

TWELVE
Grudging Respect

On the way to their audience with the Chairwoman they glimpsed zones of the city. A temple housing a
gngle hair from the beard of some prophet whose very name waslost. Mest grilled in the open with
dust-and-flies marinade. A church made entirely of cloth. One of the Side effects of religious Sites, Nikka
remarked, was that some were so ludicrous that the whole lot fell into disrepute by association. Tonogan,
who escorted them, seemed affronted that they regarded such buildings as mere examples of eccentric
architecture. Nigel remembered his mother's smilar reaction to his opinions on the ideas behind the
Church of England.

The Chairwoman was even less pleased. "1 could look into the body found in your shaft, you know."

"Yes, | wish youwould,” Nigel answered. "He screamed dreadfully. Woke up the neighbours. Anyone
you knew?'

"I would hardly —*

"My son found some gear he gpparently had.” Nigd held up achunky instrument of enigmatic tiny black
boxes.

"l seenot—"
"Makes you wonder what it's used for, doesn't it?"

In the peculiar custom of this place, their killing an agent of the Chairwoman afforded them some
grudging respect, even some protection. People who mentioned the subject at all seemed to regard it as
more like an audacious chess move than an act of violence, commending applause rather than revenge.



The code dso had ruled that the toughs sent to humiliate them were not physically augmented, as
Tonogan was— avestige of the TwenCen's notion of afair fight.

Every erahasits oddities, but Nikka had pointed out that a constant of urban populationswasthe
glamourising of margindly crimind acts. Thisbit of theory had made Nigel bold enough to taunt Tonogan
when she had cometo cdl. Their ploy had been naughty, but somehow admirable.

Thelarge purple woman settled on her divan and regarded them dl disdainfully. "I will makeyou a
reasonable offer on your property.”

Nikkasad, "We only need enough to take us away from here. We want to keep our buildings.”
"Why?Y ou cannot afford to return to your Lane.”

Ito sad flatly, "We want the buildings. That'sfind." The family had decided on that and Nigel was
pleased to see Ito showing that they could not be split, as Tonogan had tried.

Nikkasaid, more pointedly, "If we can't buy ashort trandt, how about along one?

The Chairwoman's face, which was usualy animated despite looking for most purposeslike awead of
dough with raisins stuck in for eyes, became blank. "How didyou ... 7"

"Old folksaren't entirely usdless," Nikkasaid brightly. "I nosed around.”

"Carnivorous curiosity,” Nigd added. " She turned up the fact that the energy density inawormholeis
higher if it'stightly curved."

Nikkanodded. "And the cost of making atransit goes up with the energy density.”
"Umm." The Charwoman's mouth turned crabby. "1 did not think you would work that out.”

"Offer usterms. Wewant — " Nikkarattled off along list, headed by the use of a Causdity Engine—
polarised, of course.

"You redlisethat you'll have to make severd jumps, further and further into esty-cords? And then severd
back?' The Chairwoman seemed genuinely interested, not merely angling for advantage.

"Well need pressure skins, too," Nikka confirmed.
A curt nod. "You truly wish to risk that?"
"Wemug," Angdinasad. "Wewant to go home."

Nigel nodded, not daring to speak. Thiswas the crucid moment, he could fed it. Home. Back to aworld
he could understand, off the grand stage. For at least awhile. Something told him that he would be
forced back into the operates of Earthers and mechanicas and Old Ones, eventualy. But not now. Not
whilethey dill had family and blissfully finite horizons.

The Chairwoman eyed them. "Y ou are more courageous than you look, you Wamdeys."

She agreed to the financid details with asuddenness and phony casua ness that masked a disagreeable

defeat. Not that the Wamdeys had made any appreciable dent in her bureaucrat's world, he was sure.

They would not have survived that. Sometimes, Nigel thought, it was of more useto be an irritant — so
long asyou didn't get dapped like a pesky insect.



Ded done, the Chairwoman was cordid. In amannered fashion, apparently part of aset ritual marking
successful negotiations, she arranged hersdf in ahdica hammock — apparently asign of informality here
— and remarked, "No one ever choosed this before.”

Nigd asked, "Why?We aren't particularly brilliant. It's obvious."
"Obvious, yes. But untried. Dangerous.”
Nikkalooked wary. "Going further in cordsis how much more dangerous?”

"We of thiscity and Lane know more than you.” She sniffed. "We have seen the bodies."

THIRTEEN
Only Barbarians

Of course they asked what the bodies were. Officias grimaced but did as the Chairwoman said, and
within aday they were ushered into acool, starkly lit vaullt.

The family had looked at each other with dismay when they redlised that here, corpses from the esty
were hdd asvolumesin akind of library. Many times the family had debated and regretted their handling
of the woman's corpse, which had precipitated their exile. Here the rare emergence of a carcass from the
esty was greeted with anticipation and also asort of dread, for invariably the cadavers proved to come
from the future of the esty.

Nigel'selation at their negotiation trickled away as he looked at the pale, emaciated corpse of a
middle-aged man, kept suspended somehow. A mass of tiny magnetic readers crowned the head. They
could 'read him' quite well, atechnician told them. "I sotope andysis shows he's from one point three
million yearsuptime.”

"What did he die of 7' asked Nikka, ever the tech type.

"Rediation burns”

"Any memories?'

The young man blinked owlishly. "Some. Missing the short-term recall, of course.”

Memories, indeed. Fractured pictures. The same hazy sky, mapped in the 0.511 million eectron Volt
line. Only far more developed, with ornate structures corkscrewing across amottled ruby sky.

More: ableak landscape marked off by boxy monuments.

Among these crawled three-wheel ed things that appeared to be not vehicles but living creatures.
"Or mechs" Nigd sad crisply.

"Who was he?' Nikka asked pensively.

"We cannot really understand that. He does not have the persondity signatureswe know. All | can
unscramble be images. What these pictures mean, we can say not.”

"Why not?'

"He haved different cerebra organisation. Internal organs be altered, too. He be another species.”



Angdinawas shocked. "Helookslike us!"

The pae young man shrugged. "Tinker with theingdes al you want, but keep the outside looking the
same. Otherwise, people beed nervous.”

"That'swhy you can't get much from their minds?' Angelinapressed him.

"That, and cultura differences. Thisfellow did not look at the world the way we do. It shows up in how
he stored memories.”

Nigel found dl this depressing. More bodies, but still no one, not even pa e pedants, understood why.

When they went to sign off on the arrangements, the Chairwoman herself appeared. Y ou're going into
mech-dominated territory, you know," she said severdly.

Nigel guessed that she was having second thoughts about the deal. Or maybe her ego was getting in the
way again. Not uncommon, he thought wanly. "Y ou're sure?"

"We receive no dead mechs coming back through the esty Vors. Only humans.”
"You're sure?' Nikka asked pointedly.

"We pay close attention. The Old Ones make sure of that." She snorted with frustration.
"Why?" Nigdl perssted.

"The old questions. Y ou have them even in your time, um?' A speculative look, then sherecited asif
from memory. "Firg, they want to know what the mechs want up therein the far future. Plenty of mechs
goed into the future one-way, usng Vors."

"To carry information forward?' Nikka asked.
"Possibly. The Old Oneswant to find out why."
"And stop it?' Nigel asked.

"l suppose. Or at least understand.”
Nikkanodded. "So do we."

The Chairwoman plainly could see no percentage in such foolhardiness. "Why? The esty's trouble enough
if youjugt stdill init."

"Carnivorous curiosty,” Nigd sad.
She snorted. "A child's reasoning. If you could see the things | do just to keep ustipped up—"

"Yes?' Angelinaasked. Nigel was happy to see her speak up, for she had been cowed by this place.
"Why do you tilt your city?'

The Chairwoman said scornfully, "Why, it be beautiful Only barbarians would even think of asking."

FOURTEEN
Grey Mech



The mercuria Chairwoman invited them to deep on her persond estate asthey arranged detailsfor their
ety trangt. This proved to be the same ornate, amost satiricaly baroque villawhere they had met her.
They had entered by the back door, amid thronged Streets; the true entrance gave onto a cantilevered
view of the cupped city, from the uppermost rim of it.

Large birds, some with shiny teeth and even lips, hung on the winds off the Chairwoman's bacony. One
swooped near and eyed them, asif szing up amed. It was hdf the Sze of aman. Here gravity eased,
lending everything an airy lightness that reminded Nigdl of getting drunk but suffering no consequences.
Stll, the toothy birds smiled at them with unnerving assurance. They went back insde.

The next waning lasted quite long. Somehow the city could influence the pulses of brilliant glow emitted
by the timestone, shaping them to aroughly regular schedule: dark about athird of the time, enough to
deep if you were not too tired.

Nobody here seemed to get tired. Noisy, chaoticaly colourful, they rushed about alot. Nikkawondered
aoudif thiswasjust their Old Fart bewilderment at the pointless energy of the young. Nigel shook his
head. He had harboured that notion for so long that he had passed through to another state, in which he
ceased grasping for the fullness of life and let it cometo him instead. It had taken him centuriesto redise
that joy and pain were equdly biting and rewarded close ingpection equaly little. They werejust there,
like flowers. Better to take them for their flavors than their metaphors.

They stood again on the ba cony with the Chairwoman, idle talk before bed, and across the distant
porcelain sky shot something large and swift and somber. The Chairwoman's eyeswidened. "Grey
Mech!" she cried, and crashed to the marble floor.

Thin cries of panic from al across the cupped city below. Nigel studied the dusky, hovering presence
with abgtract interest, hands on agleaming brassrailing.

"Get down!" Nikkacalled to him from her knees, hidden from view.

The Grey Mech rushed toward them, accelerating from high up. A chorus of despairing shouts came up
to him from the expanse of streets and glassy buildings below. Casualy he turned and walked inside.

"Probably wasn't after us," he said to Nikka as they stood in an €l aborate ballroom. People rushed
through, panicked, calling hoarsdly to each other.

"We can't be sure" she said nervoudly.
"Come now. We aren't remotely important to— "
The crash blew in the far wall. Hammer-hard impact, then an eerie sllence.

It buried them under heavy furniture. They learned later, asamedica type patched them up, that a
section of the Grey Mech had detached and gone prowling over the city. Fire lanced up from weagpons
below. It deflected these with dismissive ease. It had sent interrogating bursts of €lectromagnetic energy
into every possible device, quickly sectioning the city's grid, narrowing its search. The scrutiny sharpened
upon thisdidrict but no further. Apparently it could not resolve whatever it sought. So the angular thing
had fired pulsesinto the areg, killing several hundred people and caving in the lower wals of the
Charwoman'svilla

Nigel nodded. "Y ou wereright," he said mildly to Nikka "But why?'

The Chairwoman had suffered some bruises but that did not explain her jittery anxiety, hands clenching
and unclenching, face bluish white. "Never did one attack us before. They be of the highest mech class,



aways ahead of our technology.”

"l see not much has changed,” Nikkasaid. "It wasthe samein our era”

"They could daughter usdl." The Chairwoman eyed them warily. "And they be after you?"
"A mere hypothesis," Nigd said, yawning.

Nikka caught hisglance and said, "I'm still not happy with the provisions you've supplied.”
"What?' The Chairwoman scowled, then said automaticdly, "We made aded.”
"Wewon't leave without — " and Nikkarattled off afurther list.

Thelarge woman opened her mouth and dowly closed it. ™Y ou must leave”
"Nowedon't,” Nigd said.

She glowered. He could see her step through thelogic. If these Wamdeys were of interest to a Grey
Mech, best berid of them and count yoursdlf lucky. "All right, the provisons— but you go at first light.”

Nikkanodded. Anything that drew the Grey Mech was bad for business.
"Still," Nigd sad digantly, later, "why should we be important?*
"Maybe because of where we're headed?' Nikka asked.

That night helay on asort of pliant water pillow with Nikka and they watched the snake-like dog come
into their room and investigate them. It was gpparently fairly intelligent and in fact head of security there.
To questions it gave anod of the head and abrupt, durred yhas or noah.

Heignored it after awhile and realised, staring out at the encased night of this Lane, that he had become
married to aflat, unremarked fatdity. Y et thisdid not carry with it any of the usua gloom of earlier times.
Maybe this was new wisdom or maybe fatigue but in any case he did not want to pisshislife away on
nonsense. Much of what he had once believed and felt he now saw asfoolishness or at least useless. On
the other hand, some moments shonelike jewes.

He shook off thismood by immerang himsalf in Nikka, the love between them now so distant from
laboured technica strenuositiesthat he found it yielding up what seemed most impossible of dl, moments
of pleasurable surprise. He dept soundly. In the musty morning haf-light they awoke lingeringly together.

"That dog was in the room when wewere going &t it."

"I didn't mind. Perhaps by now they've evolved to the point where at the cruciad moment they politely
look away."

"Moment?Y ou think it lasted only amoment?'
"Well, lef'ssay it wastimeless™
"That's better. | do seem to recal the dog barking at an important point.”

"Oh?1 thought that was you."

FIFTEEN



Transit

The Causdlity Polariser was mammoth, its compressive antennas perpetudly yawning like vast bored
mouths. They gaped in dl six faces of an enormous, burnished ceramic cube. They reminded Nikka of
gpeakers from agiant's stereo set, she remarked. These were the ten-kilohertz oscillators, delivering a
terawatt in short-wavelength gravitational waves.

Stll, Nigd liked the speaker andlogy — because that was how it felt. The family sheltered in ametalic
capsule set beside their house, back among the familiar setting that had been wrenched away from their
home Lane. It felt good to smply be there, but from the moment he got into the capsule he fidgeted
uneasily. The countdown did not help.

"The point of making awormhole sprout out of aLaneisthat you redly can't do it by yoursdlf,” Nikka
told him. "Takes astronomically too much energy, or more accurately, density of energy. The best we can
doisripplethe esty surface, find aweak spot — aplace where the Casmir forceis substantid.”

"Who was Casimir?' Angdinaasked.

"Who cares? He saw that in atrue vacuum, there would be aforce, one you could harness.”
"Aswe are about to?" Angelinalooked scepticd.

"Of course." Nikkahad on her See? —obvious! expression.

"So when we haveto travel in abig loop to get home, that means we have to go into the future?’ Nigel
liked scientific ideas but he did not like having to think like apretzdl.

"Thereisalot more future than past. The universeis only fifteen billion years old. The futures amost
infinite"

Nikka seemed to think that finished off theidea. Nigel ventured, "Approximately infinite. Interesting
concept. So there'samuch greater chance that any leg of our trip will go into the future?' and she
rewarded him again with her daintily amused See? — obvious! amile

Ito scowled in the last moments before Transit and asked warily, "How dangerousis this?'

She shrugged. She was no stranger to trauma and desth and did not think much about it. "Not very,
unlesswe hit astutter.”

"What'sthat me— " was al Ito had time for before the pulverisng wall of sound struck their capsule.
Pain gretchestime.

The vibrations confirmed hisfears. They seemed to go on for aduggish, pounding eternity, though Nikka
later told them offhandedly that it had been only forty-four seconds. Of agony.

SIXTEEN
TimelsaHorizon

Shaken, they popped open the capsule lock. They found themsalves among their home and outbuildings,
with the same dice of orchard as before— al resting atop adiding mass of luminoustimestone. To dl
sides abox canyon rose, shrouded in lemon-hot vapour.

They got out and breathed cold, thin air but kept their pressure skins on anyway. Nikka calculated from



the capsule'sinstruments and decided that they had squeezed through the momentarily pulsating
wormhole, traversing an esty-displacement of severa million kilometre-years.

"Could be millions of klicks away and at exactly the sametimewel€ft," shesaid camly, "or the same
Lane, millions of yearsin the future." Wormholes tunnelled between erasnot at dl like devatorslinking
floors of abuilding, but that was how Nigd persisted on thinking of them.

The ground shook. The plate of their property shifted uneasily on the timestone benezath.
"Therésno way to tdl which?' Benjamin asked gpprehensively.

"The Causdlity Engine had chaos built into it," Nikkaanswered, holding on to a capsule strut for support.
"We can't measure any better than this."

Nigel watched the distant sky, where more lavalike walls fumed and roiled. "How long do we stay
here?'

"That's chaotic, too," Nikkasaid. "But short. Looks to be maybe an hour or two. WEell have some
warning of when the next Trangt iscoming.”

Angelinalaughed, which startled the others. "Until then we're free to enjoy the scenery?' Despite their
gathering unease, the family chuckled with her.

Asif inanswer, nearby dliffs oozed sulphurous light, complaining with dow groans. A sheet peded off
— crack! — and asharp snap in the air knocked them flat. Here the esty was like skin, doughing away
layers so that more could grow. Compressed events evolved, brimmed, died.

Nigd knew from undergraduate days that mass curved space-time, but the inverse was fill asurprise:
compacted esty behaved like matter. Rendered as mass, events themsalves were squeezed into dabs.
Their endings brought forth explosive energies: literdly, the end of history, for in these detonations data
burst into phosphorescent energy, itstrue equivaent. The esty confirmed thefind triumvirate of physics,
one sde of which Eingtein had got right: masswas like energy waslike information.

They went into their house, which had been fully provisoned by the Chairwoman's minions, and tried to
act asthough thiswas akind of homecoming. They were hungry and ate something like steaks of beef to
celebrate but the corning Transt made their talk edgy. Nigdl went outside. Ostensibly it wasto smoke
oneof hiscigars, carefully kept chilled in the kitchen but scorned if lit ingde. He did not like ddlivering his
family into the hands of Causdlity Enginesor 'intringc chaos or any other collection of jawbresker words
that in the end meant the world's casua indifference to human life and values. But he had no choice.

"It can't be helped. Y ou know that," Nikka said. She had dipped beside him, her footsteps covered by
the hollow crashing of timestone far up on the hazy curve of this spherica Lane.

"Should've let that body rot, moved away," he said morosdly.

"Wewouldn't be us, then."

"Isthat so bad? Change your dance steps, learn anew tune.”

"We're doing what weve aways wanted to do. Looking long, you used to cdll it."
"Quite." Hedghed. "I dwayswanted to see over thefar horizon. This— "

"Timeisahorizon, too."



SEVENTEEN
Transit; Wait

Sochastic.

Not aword heliked, too pedantic, when dl it meant was chaos, disorder, the fitful randomness of life
and esty. Their gravitationally transduced energy propelled their wedge of loca esty through thewormin
jolting, stochastic motions.

Trandt; wait. Trangt; wait.

They never knew precisely how long they would stay &t any of the pauses along thisworm-Vortex. They
could watch the surroundings, but feared to venture out. They ate up their provisonsthisway astheir
frudtration built.

No map of the esty was possible. Its contorted geometry roiled with fitful energies, arubbery, diding
turmoil. Lanes were often long, snaky, bulging into spheres and lopsided bubbles without warning,
sretching to expose fresh, wrenched topographies of timestone.

Sometimes their pause-points were in the same Lane, so they watched its speeded-up evolution. As
timestone evolved by itsown kinetics, top-soil tumbled and spilled in great dluvid fans. Beaten benesth
hammering rains that accompanied the changes, the soil molded into new hillsand valeys below the
craggy peeks of freshly emerging timestone. Life wasresilient, adapting. In bright canyons treestunnelled
up from recent burids, and most plants could survive atemporary churning to emerge into the stone's
own waxing radiance again.

Nikkagot grim-faced when Ito and Benjamin wanted to explore the nearby Lanesthey intersected.
"No."

"Why not?'

"Ask your mother. Shelll tdl you that it's 'stochastic™
o

"We're not desperate enough yet."

But they were running short of food and Ito was restless, Nigd saw, beyond his endurance. After a
full-scale family argument over the big polished dining room table they decided to let both Ito and
Benjamin forage. Nikka, Angding, and Nigel spent an anxioustime awaiting their return asthetimer on
the capsule ticked down to the next Trangit.

With only an hour to spare, and Nikka muttering that the uncertainty in such ca culations was more than
two hours, easy, they came across the rugged limestone at atrot, backpacking food. Benjamin said they
had seen nothing much but, as Nigd had guessed, Ito had revdled init.

They voyaged on, Trangiting and pausing and watching the long dow epic of organic life-formsand
mechsin thelands beyond. Usually they were isolated on atimestone terrain. Sometimes battlesraged in
the distance and they anxioudy watched the unknown combatants, hoping to beignored.

Usudly they were, but severd times mechs had cruised overhead and twice Ito and Benjamin had
knocked them down with glee, using projection weapons the Chairwoman had sold them. Probably they
were lucky, having the advantage of surprisein thisera, but Nigel made them stop it because luck did not



last forever.

They got into worse trouble a the next pause. Here a passing woman told them that the mechs had
launched anew plague, wind-borne and virulent. Nine out of tenin her city had died. The Wamdeys
gave her food and she went on and that night they came down with it, too. Fever, violent dysentery,
sinuses clotted with yellow spongy growths. 1to had walking dreams, seeing the gates of aprivate hell and
struggling to run through them to some glimpsed reward. Nigel and Angelinagrabbed him and held him
down for hours before the delusions passed in afit of swesting babble that spilled from Ito's mouth like a
river of hdlucination, so wild that Nikka— a part of her dways dispassionate, even with her own
children — wrote some of it down.

Theddusionsstruck Nige next and unloosened in him the many haunted memories that accompany
anyone who choosesto live long.

— Cramped spacecraft manoeuvring near Earth's crisp white moon.

— Swimming darkly through the icy waters of amoon, into an interior ocean filmed with kilometres of
ancientice.

— Winds blowing acid dugt in hisface as dienslike huge radio antennas lumbered toward him in the
frying heat.

— Their aching long flight to reach the esty, in search of refuge from agdaxy that seemed filled to
overspilling with mechs.

He spoke of these, sputtering in the warm spray of didocated words, and could not recognise his own
foot sticking naked at the other end of the bed, or the blood he coughed up, or even the perpetual frown
that furrowed Nikkasface in the dim night.

The only factor that saved them was. their smple distance in esty-coordinates, he redlised later. The
mech-made virus was so tuned to the humans of this place-period that it missed them by a hair. So they
merely groaned and sweated and fouled themselves, the disease taking afull week to work itsway
through each. They carried it through three pauses and were out of food again by the time they could al
walk without shaky knees.

EIGHTEEN
Mar ching

Evidence of mech-wrought damage lay everywhere. Charred cities, blasted landscapes, bedraggled
populationstorn by raids.

Once, while they wereforaging for information and food, amech caught Nigel and Angelinain the open.
It was crawler type and burned Angdina pretty badly before he could knock out its mainmind. When he
saw how much Angelinawas suffering he put her to deep with a sedative and while waiting for it to take
full effect in arage he pulled off the mech'sworking arm and used it to bash in the carapace, letting
himsalf go completely to the sheer boiling energy of it. Then he carried Angelinaacross his back, barely
reaching their farm buildings before he collapsed. He was sobered for days afterward as he watched her
recover, fevered swest glazing her eyes.

Seen through the prism of the esty, Nigel thought as he tended his daughter, life waslike along march, an
endless column of forlorn souls moving forward through surrounding dark. Locked into their own eras,
nobody knew where they were going. Still, in every society they glimpsed, there was plenty of talk and



the fools pretended to understand more than they were saying. There was merry laughter, too, and
somebody was away's passing a bottle around.

But now and then somebody stumbled, didn't catch himsdlf right, lurched aside and was gone, lft behind.
The dead.

Sliding timewise-forward, sometimes backward, poking their heads out where the chaotics of the
harnessed worm commanded, Nigel saw the long mortal march in snatches, which madeit al the more
telling.

Whole societies eventually joined the individual dead. For them the march stopped at that moment.
Maybe some had awhile longer, lying back there on the hard ground, aready wreathed in fog — timeto
watch the parade dwindle avay, carrying on its lights and music and raucous jokes.

For us the dropouts are back there somewhere, hethought, fixed in a murky landscape we're
already forgetting.

He could recall others who had stayed behind, years ago. With alittle sigh or agrunt of agony or just a
flickering of fevered eydids, they left the human march. No longer did they know the latest jokes or the
savour of afresh bottle of wine, or what the hottest rumours were about. The march saddened him. He
remembered friends long lost, wished he could tell them what was up nowadays, share alaugh or alie.

Asheread hislatest indices, now covertly so that Nikkadid not see, he thought, Right — and the point,
you brooding old bulk, is that you know your station above the tide of time is temporary. That
persistence is your only virtue beyond theirs, and it is artificial That someday you would catch an
ankle and go down and the murk would swallow you, too. Maybe it would be better if you didn't
have that puzzled, startled moment of staring at the retreating heads, the faces already turning
away from you. Maybe it was best if you couldn't hear that last parting round of hollow laughter
from a joke you would never know, the golden lantern light already shining on them and not on
youl.

And it will happen to everyone you have known or ever will.

Somehow he never got used to that.

NINETEEN
Storytelling

They could fleein space-time, but biology followed. They dl had ardapse of the mech-made plague, far
milder but bad enough.

Ito recovered first. When he smply announced that he was going out for provisions, in the pause they
had just come to, no one could mount more than feeble resistance. The next Trangt was days away, the
probability indices said.

"Probably! Only probably! his mother protested weakly.
"There's no "probably’ about our starving, though,” 1to said grimly. So he left.

Thetime passed in fever and worry. But they all were better by the time Ito returned, loaded down and
with abad leg wound.

To Nigd the sight of hisoldest coming through their front door was like the sun coming out after anight



that had lain onthem dl likeasullen lid. Ashe helped 1to Store the vegetables and fruit, hefelt a
differencein his son. Dinner that evening drove the difference home. Ito spoke more directly, clearly, face
free of the stretched tensions Nigel remembered from late adolescence.

Like many men and women compelled to action by restlessness of body and spirit, 1to had no interest in
the notion of adventure. But he knew storytelling well enough to see what people saw init and so
recounted with accurate detail incidents that ssemed ordinary to him, arising out of necessity:

— the mech like a snake which attached itsdlf to hisleg and could not be did odged (he found, while
bellowing in frustrated rage) except by findly snging toit;

— towns built adant and of both surpassing beauty and stunning ugliness;
— diensgaore, who treated him with utter indifference, while he found them fascinating;;

— the beheading of awoman for unspeakable acts she had performed with a mech, which was both
horrifying and puzzling, for no one could explain the mech's mativation, while the woman's ssemed to lie
within the known range of human perversons,

— amech religion which worshipped animds exclusively, attributing to them a natural wisdom;

— acadtle of glassthrough which the passerby could see the inhabitantsliving out their lives under
constant scrutiny, never concealing even the most private acts;

— awaterfal that rose upward and formed ice a its summit, building aglinting blue-white mountain.

Nigel redlised asthey went to bed that his son had made atrangt of hisown, one that few speak of and
most do not recognise until years after.

TWENTY
Generations

On they voyaged, dipping through sheets of esty, tugged by the energy flux of theworm. Nikkarigged an
optical sensor on their capsule's outside and they saw, dowed enormoudly, the ingtant of Trangt. A filmy
sheen formed around their farm, contours rippling.

Though in their smple picture awormhole was like atube pass ng between floors of abuilding, the floors
different space-times— aglinting needle piercing ebony esty cloth— theworm wasin fact
three-dimensond in thar frame.

At the shaved second when they passed through, the worm was aflickering spherica glaze. It swelled,
swallowed them, then dwindled away to a point — which vanished with aspray of golden brilliance and
somach-turning torques. To Nigel it fdt asif he were climbing up hisown chilly vertebrae.

They watched the esty beyond their smdl area, sometimes for mere minutes before it changed again.
Scenes and lands flickered beyond their smdl preserve. They witnessed eraswith no visible human
presence, otherswith jammed cities tegtering on shaky timestone, till more with no atmosphere— so
their pressure skins snicked shut immediately when they emerged — and otherswith virulent, acrid gases
for air. Some pauses were long enough to venture forth.

Through al thisNigel and Nikka reached anew equilibrium, a sweet sad redisation spawned from the
vidas of time they had traversed. There were myriad incidents— some smal and tdlling, otherslarge and
dangerous and finaly meaningless, and they al pointed toward the heartache and matching joy of



humanity itsdf.

They met, in glancing fashion, teaming tribes, rich in spirit and intellect. Soldiers, who drank with gusto
and ate with undisguised zest, though they knew they would face battles on the morrow that would
probably decimate their ranks. Scholars, bent by their pilgrimages and ravaged by poverty, yet till warm
with the satisfactions of the studies to which they had devoted their lives. Children, playing among the
blackened ruins of their homes. Parents, rgoicing in their infants even as caamity closed in around them.
In cities growing stranger still asthey Trangited further, people sang dow, sad songsin the streets even as
mech forces gathered high in the Lane above, and crowds collected to see magicians perform tricks and
make ancient jokes, al greeted with raucous laughter. Among the few dazed survivors of other assaults,
on other twisted landscapes, the Wamdeys met stoic survivors who nonetheless found fresh loves, new
friends, and began again. Generations melted away and others came forth, with only afew managing to
hang on to timefor aslong as Nikkaand Nigel had, and through it dll somehow afrail, brave, human light
aways streaked the surrounding shadows.

The old non-sequitur, that pecies became degenerate as they went on, found no evidence here.
Humanity bristled with activity. Societiesrose and fell with stubborn indifferenceto earlier failures.

In the face of the inevitable end, and the inevitable questions, Nigel reflected, none is exempt: witness
Jesus wail of despair as he edged rather tentatively into eternity. He did not know what to make of such
dogged human persistence. Nikkawas less puzzled, and beamed with pridein her own kind.

TWENTY-ONE
I nflection Point

They cameto the far end of their curved worm's path through the esty. Nikka declared from the data,
"Weve gotten damped into a stutter.”

"Whichis?' Nigel sepped out into the locd familiarity of their farm. Beyond, the lands were strangely
shadowed.

"We're hung up, basically. The Vortex worm turns here" — she smiled at the small joke, much needed as
the family grasped her point — "and begins an opposite curvature in the esty. Well be going back from
hereon.”

"Going home!" Angdinacried happily, clapping her hands.
"But?' Nigd was pengve.

Nikkagave him arueful nod. "But ... were staled here, at the inflection point. We're retracing the same
interval of time over and over."

"Stuttering in space-time." Nigel rolled theideaaround in hismind.

They walked to the edge of their land. In what seemed like the solid mass beyond Nigel saw pale blades
and soft blue shadows, asif degp somewhere a sun were setting. Radiant blades danced asif refracted
beneath alake'swind-blown skin, like summer'sliveliness probing into a deep watery cavern. And ashe
watched, the whole thing repesated. And repeated.

It was unsettling and he nearly lost hisfooting, the way a man approaching a sheer drop goeswesk in the
legs even though till on solid ground. A mere crust kept him from an abyss,

"We're cycling through the same moment,” 1to whispered. "Over and over."



"Damn!™ Benjamin was not awed. He just wanted to go home.

Then the scenejolted. Hillsrose, bristling with raw rock. In jumpy, flashing images they watched the
dopes wesather, ruts cutting in. Peaks wore to knobs, hills dumped — and strange spiresrose, icy blue.
Glaciers of eerie green did through valleys. Nigel redised they were not glaciersat al but some
immensely cold superfluid, in thetermina degth of the farthest future. They were seeing the dices of time
into which information still could be packed, wedges of ingtants harvested from an immense span of time.
They could fathom the diding immengties that wrecked mountains and oozed into nothingness, for they
were witnessing physics and dynamics beyond the hinge of human time.

Then, abruptly, they were back to the same endlessly cycling moment they had seen before. Somehow
they had leaped far beyond, then back. They watched the repesting interva for awhile but nothing more

happened.
"Mom ... How do we get out of astutter?' Angelina asked quietly.

"Wedon't do anything." Nikka stared at the timestone, which coiled incessantly like apile of glowing
snakes. "Wewait it out.”

"How long?' Benjamin looked at the seethe, distaste curling hislip.

Nigel wondered disagreesbly whether the question meant anything, if time cycled outside. And space,
too — he could see the same shards rise and descend, rise and descend. But their little wedge of esty ran
onitsown time axis. Or s0 he thought. How would he know? His head began to hurt.

Nikkasaid, "I'm afraid that is a stochastic variable, irreducible.”

Nigel erupted, "Everything's chaotic herel™

Nikkasmiled. "Except you. Y ou're perfectly predictable.”

That madethem al laugh, but it did not seem so funny after severa days of edgy waiting.
Then events beyond shifted.

Theair turned cold with a sudden ferocity no planetary environment could ever match. And without any
visble cause, the land began to evolve beyond their encapsulated chunk of farm.

"Isthe Sutter over?' Angelinacried, excited.

"I don't know." Nikkafrowned, degpening the crow's-feet of lines around her eyes. "Time seemsto be
accderating outsde.”

"We're holding fixed in space, diding intime?' 1to asked.
"Looksto be" Nikkasaid. Physics here seemed to Nigel to be largely amatter of opinion.

The diding, coiling timestone was churning as before when awaning came, and the next waxing there
were valeys, soil, plant life. The land here was cut and worked by unknowable forces and yet the
westher also had ordinary touches: sudden showers, the drifting smell of sage, megt curing somewherein
adistant smokehouse.

The runoff storm water sorted itself out into streams and then dow-moving rivers lined with tuft-topped
trees. The soil beside them sometimes shot up into a mottled sky. Jagged crests shaped as they watched,
spikesraking cottony clouds.



Cautioudy they hiked out into the new land. Oddly shaped creatures scampered among the rocks,
dancing on webbed feet as though the ground were too hot to bear. The family went down along grade
and could see what looked like log houses at the feet of steep hills, windows glowing orange, dusky
smoke blown so hard from their stone chimneysthat it flattened along the roofs and trailed like flags
down the valey. Through acut in these hillsthey cameinto adark bowl and acity spilled out likea
shower of cinders stirred from an unseen fire, pinpoints going on asthe light from the esty ebbed. But no
people. Nige redlised that it was moving, the entire construction somehow crawling toward them. A
city-thing, dive.

He wondered what it could contain. Was there anything more to surprise a burnt-out wreck like him? A
place that could startle him and yet et him deep peacefully?

Though of course, he thought, nodding ruefully, he would still wake in the morning with the odd familiar
gargoyle of fears Stting on his chest, peering into hisface, grinning toothless and triumphant.

Abruptly timestone jutted through the top-soil. It split and burned, jagged teeth raking the land. They ran
back to their own area, barely making it.

The Grey Mech appeared shortly afterward.

TWENTY-TWO
Far Futures

Lying sorely in acrevice of timestone, much later, Nigdl recaled atimelong ago when contact had been

possible between humanity and the bewildering zoo of mech constructs. He had bound up his broken left
arm and waited for deep to take him. He fixed upon the past because thoughts of where hisfamily might
be would do him no good. When he could walk again he would go look. That wasal.

Some mechs back then had convinced members of Nigel's own crew that existence as amechanical
cresture was both better and longer lasting than the fragile life of ‘organic’ creatures. So quite willingly
some lower forms of the Grey Mech had 'incorporated’ — their term — severa friends of his. 'Uplifting/,
they termed it.

The process was painless. As mechs his friends became contrived boxes mounted on skeletal frames.
They moved about the landscape seldom and when Nigd had tried to talk to them about their livesthey
seemed digtracted — asif carrying on atelephone conversation while watching something more
interesting on television, he thought. What they did say was bland, empty, and yet somehow chilling.

He had waited some years until he was again in the particular Lane where this had happened. He settled
in behind some rocks at agoodly distance from where he knew the Grey Mech'slower forms sometimes
came. The oneswho had uplifted hisfriends.

Their sensors were good and he could not get too close. One of the under-forms appeared and he was
sure of itsidentity by its electromagnetics, its spectrd hissand clang. He shot out its undercarriage. With
awegpon whose physics he did not quite understand he put three holes through the main frame of it. The
mech went slent, its e ectromagnetic buzzings winking off. Something smdl climbed out of it and tried to
get away and Nigd shot it eight times with great satisfaction. He later learned that the other under-forms
had been incorporated back into the Grey Mech so he had to be content with the one.

Of thishe dreamed, as hisarm ached and his heart burned leaden in his chest.
It rained hard in the sullen dark. Vegetation beet at itsdf in thelashing winds. Lightning leapt acrossthe



sky. He could see theforks of yellow and green snaking high above where the esty folded over onto itself
inablithdy twisted geometry.

No sign of the Grey Mech.
No, Grey Mechs, he corrected himsalf. That had been arather large error.

Two Grey Mechs had appeared in the Lane. Ashen, blocky, each headed for the buildings. He
remembered the frozen tableau: Benjamin and Nikkaand himsdf, scrambling for the segments of the
Trangt device. I1to and Angdina, turned to flee.

Time was hopelessy warped here, he had conceded that long ago, but the same old question remained.
Could he have done anything different?

TWENTY-THREE
Verge of Extinction

In the few seconds before the dusky shapes reached them he had shouted, " Transducers!" — meaning
the big pyramid-shaped wedges that transferred stored dectrica energy into gravitational pulses.

"At which?" Nikkaydled into aroaring, risng wind raised by the Grey Mechs.

His eyesjerked from one Grey Mech to the other. Nikka dapped her wrist to the console, popped the
interface.

Which one? Both? Two ashen chunks with no visble means of flight. Pivoting on an unseen axis, inasky
they ripped with their passage.
Not acting together. Each responding to the other's darting swerves.

One was closer, larger, coming fast, and in desperation he choseit. "Therel”

Nikkaaimed and fired the transducersin one quick swive of her interface hand. The ground buckled
with the release of acoustic power and they dl three sprawled. The leading Grey Mech shuddered but
cameon.

Ito and Angelina never reached the house. The leading Grey Mech loosed a bolt that seemed to wrap
itsdlf like ascintillating blue-white cloak around them. They twisted and fell.

Fringes of the bolt killed Nigd'sin-body dectronicsingantly. He had struggled halfway to hisfeet when
the queasy jolt of his systems going dead knocked him down again.

Strumming, nearly overpowered, his defences teetered on the verge of extinction.

Helooked up a what he expected to be hislast vison. Numbly he watched the spectacle of two Grey
Mechs battling each other across the sapphire sky. Spasms refracted down the streaming air. A shock
wave dammed into him and hefdt hisbody bounce from its power.

Hetried to hang on to consciousness, but the chilly blackness had clasped him to itself —

TWENTY-FOUR
Alexandria



— To awaken here, on atimestone dope.
Arm broken, shooting painsin thelegs.
No, he probably could not have done anything differently. Alas.

It was aways comforting to think that but in dealing with mechsit wasin fact true. They acted far more
swiftly than beings based on muscle and nerves. But thinking this did him no good becauseit still sounded
like an excuse.

He groaned and opened his eyes, the lids sticky. Lightning licked overhead, seeking aplaceto rest, ona
quest of itsown. He knew it was merely ahorde of eectrons seeking a path to discharge an electrostatic
potential, but that did not quell the eerie sensation of watching strange spirits seek and probe and lash the
ar with their desire. He was watching the luminous lemony fingers play acrossthe high roof of the esty
when she cameto him again.

You've changed.
"Y ou havent."
My kind never does.

He blinked but it made no difference. Alexandria, hisfirst wife, sood alittle to one side, looking out at
the same dippery lightning that he was. In the sulphurous flashes he could see her classic high forehead
and delicate cheekbones. They had been that way up until afew weeks before the disease had
weethered her down, stealing flesh from her, sending her into agrave on ahillside in Pasadena,
Cdifornia

"Alexandrig, | ..."

| do like it when you use my name.
"| dwaysloved the sound of it."
What did you used to say about it?

"That your name was perfect. That it waslike you. Alexandria, Egypt, where the library burned. Lost
knowledge. The unknowable,"

Oh yes. Most people mispronounced it. They thought it should be that ordinary name without the .
"Where classicd civilisation hit the reef and sank, losing most of its cargo.”

Bad history, lover. The Greeks were long gone when that library burned.

"But not the civilisation. That remainsaslong asit isremembered.”

And ours?

Nigd shrugged. "Aslong aswere here, | suppose.”

Aslong asyou are here. | don't count. | am a ghost.

"Not to me. You'rethewoman | loved."

Sheturned dightly toward him, just enough to let him seethelilting curve of her eterna amile. It was



alwaysthat way. He could never see her face, never know it entirely. Or be free of it, he saw now. She
could vigt him across the yawning centuries.

Past tense?

"Sorry. Love"

Lost knowledge.

"Not redly."

Her lips curled in asoundlesslaugh. You're so sure?
" recal every hollow and ddlight.”

After so many years?

"Remember rativity. It's been, oh, perhaps twenty-eight thousand years on Earth. But in here’ — he
tapped his skull — "therés been very little going on. Dull, redlly. Timedilation, it'scaled by the
physicgs”

| never understood that sort of thing.

"| doubt anyone undergands it fundamentdly. It'saflat fact of the universe.”

And you?

Nigel could not read her expression. "Me?"'

Areyou a fact of the universe, too?

"Ummm. An unimportant one, yes"

You were important then and you are now.

"I'm a cockroach on the stage at Stratford. Y ou might say, rather a serious case of undercasting.”
By who?

"By whom," he said digtantly.

Ah! Always the language purist. Okay then, by whom?

"The Director, | suppose.”

Whois...?

"I've wondered about that. If there's something working itself out here. Somehow."

God?

"Too short aname for such alargeidea. Anyway, I'd have thought you could ask Him directly, eh?"
Because I'min heaven?

"Aren't you? Or someplace at |least different?’



Shelaughed. I'min your head. Not really heaven, no.

Y et as she turned dightly more and smiled at him, Nigel could see her with crystaline clarity. Thiswas
too good to be ahalucination. Too solid, crisp, real. He must be worse off than he thought.

"Alexandria... 7'

Yes?

"l wantto— | —"

Not that time yet.

He snapped, "I'm like a child, told when to go to bed?"

Thisisn't bed. Not nearly as much fun, for one thing.

“I'm ... tired."

Not physically though.

"Perhaps I've seen too much."”

It's not your moment yet.

With sharp anger he barked, "1t wasn't your moment either.”

You ‘re still getting hard at night, just thinking of me, aren't you?
"Um. | can hardly deny it, can1? Y ou seemto liveingde my head.”

Exactly, lover! And aslong as| do —well, maybe it wasn't my moment, back there. Maybe I'm
still here.

"Copiesarent originas.”

A lady appreciates what compliments come her way. Especially since | know you have Nikka.
"l hopethisisnt didoyd to her."

It can't be. We are all the loves we have known —that's my own attempt at self-definition.
"l likethat. A definition free of the worn-out carcass, the body."

Don't ignore the body. Or bodies.

He paused, swollen tongue running over bitter teeth. "Bodies... "

The bodies got you into this.

"Don't remind me."

Think of them as calling cards.

"How hilarious. From the Grey Mechs, no doubt. Come to the dance, please, and die.”

Who would read a suredead body, lover? Think.



"I'm garting to hate riddles." His head waswoozy, the world circling him in adow waltz.
I'ma part of theriddle, too. We all are. See you around, lover.

"Not yet!"

‘Bye.

He weathered out the long, murky waning. Hisin-body indices had come back somewhat. They were
erratic and the index he watched most carefully was down three more points. He sighed, momentarily
glad Nikkawas not here to worry about that, and then theweight of it al camein upon him. Helay in
fever and bitter regrets, thinking thoughts that went down so deep, the lizards there had no eyes.

Something had blown him along war down the Lane they had been in. This he discovered by climbing an
unstable peak of teetering timestone and peering above a deck of olive-coloured clouds. He recognised
the territory where their farm had been and determined to walk back to it. Thistook longer than he
thought it should with the broken arm and he hurried at the end. The farm seemed deserted &t firgt. Inside
the house he sat at the long dining room table and the room seemed filled with ghosts as substantia as
Alexandria had been and that was when the thing moved into view.

He sat completdly ill. It was two-legged and two-armed and that was where the resemblance ended.
Human? No, heknew ingtantly.
Eerie, slent, radiating Strangenesslike achill wave.

He noticed that hisin-body e ectronics were working again. They helped alittle with the splintered arm.
Thething moved dightly. Hisin-bodies fluoresced in a disturbing response, sending dazzling fireworks
across hisretinas, and then hegot it all in onelong burst.

TWENTY-FIVE
Mortal Galaxies

He stood beneath a dull black sky framed by ajagged horizon.

Abruptly, he knew in away he never had. In hisweary bones he felt aworldview — kinesthetic,
perceptions as momenta and geometry, not words. He fumbled to put the sensations into termsthat he
could get hismind around.

The sky. Black, then unfolding into streamers of feathery light.

How different, he thought, from the physics he had learned as aboy. In the Newtonian views of
Boltzmann and Clausius, the universe extended forever but was always threatened by collapse. Nothing
countered the drawing-in of gravity.

Given enough time, matter would seek its own kind, smacking into greater and greater Sars. But the stars
would die, guttering out as blunt thermodynamics commanded, aways seeking maximum disorder. The
Second Law of Thermodynamics ruled.

Hefolded hisarms, tried to make sense of the buzzing images. So. Then.

That old, firm universe was doomed. In time, even hell would freeze over. Starswould burn into
shadowy cinders. Planets, their atmospheres frozen out into waveless lakes of oxygen, would glidein
meaningless orbits, warmed by no ruby star glow. The universal clock would run down to the last tick of



time

Only after he had |eft Earth, and had time to study subjects that he had neglected in school, did he see
what the twentieth century — the oft-disparaged TwenCen' of later dang — had done to that dark,
ealier vison.

The universe was no static lattice of stars. It grew. The Big Bang was better termed the Enormous
Emergence, space-time snapping into existence intact and whole, of a piece. With space-time cameits
warping by matter, each wedded to the other until time eternal.

For itsfirst hundred billion years, the universe would brim with light. Gas and dust till folded into fresh
suns. For an equa span the starswould linger. Beside reddening suns, planetary lifewarming itsdf by the
waning fires of stellar desth.

When a body meets a body, coming through the sky ... he mused to himsdlf. Starsinevitably collided,
met, merged. All the wisdom and order of planets and sunsfinally compressed into the marriage of many
gars, plunging down the pit of gravity to become black holes. For the find fate of nearly al matter was
the dark pyre of collapse.

Now hefdt, like aleaden soup in his gut, the implications of what he saw above him: agaudy swirl of
leeching light.

Gadaxieswere asmorta asgars. In the duggish dide of time, the spirdsthat had once gleamed with fresh
brilliance would deaden. Black holeswould blot out whole spird arms of dim red. The holes would gnaw
through the galaxiesthemsdlves.

Life based on solid matter had no choice. To gain energy it had to merge black holes themsdves. Only
such fusions could yield fresh energy in adumbering universe.

High civilisations came, mounted on the carcass of matter itsalf, the ever-spreading legions of black holes.
Only by moving such masses, extracting power through magnetic forces and the dow gyre of dissipating
orhits, could life rule the dwindling resources of the ever-enlarging universe.

Oh, that thistoo too solid flesh would melt ... He was startled to find that phrases |earned by an
irksome schoolboy in acobwebbed past till legpt readily to mind. Old, and true.

About thisvision of aswelling universg, itslife force spent, hung agreat melancholy.

For matter itself was doomed. Its basic building block, the proton, decayed. Thistook unimaginably long,
but was inevitable, the executioner's sword descending with languid grace.

But something survived. Not al matter dies, as did the proton. After the grand operas of massand
energy have played out their plots, the universal stage cleared to reved ... the very smallest.

Thetiniest of particles— the éectron and its antiparticle, the positron — lived on. No process of decay
could find purchase on ther infinitesmal scaes, lever them apart. The éectron danced with itsantitwinin
swarms. the lightest of al possible plasmas.

By the time these were the sole players, the stage had grown enormoudly. Each particle found its nearest
neighbour to be afull light-year away. Communication took years ... but in the dow thumping of the
universa heart, that was nothing.

Could thisactualy happen? Perhaps, he thought, the best possible universe was one of constant
challenge. One that made surviva possible but not easy.



With an dectric shock hefelt thefull force of it:

If life born to brute matter could find a way to incorporate itself into the electron-positron
plasma, then it could last forever.

TWENTY-SIX
A Far One

Thething was till standing at the far end of the dining room table. Cold ivory light played uponiit.

Nigel looked at it and felt a mixture of joys and sorrows he could not name. He panted shallowly, breath
rasping asif he had run along distance.

Thething reminded him of afunhouse mirror digtortion of awoman. Bulging here, dimmed there,
suggesting deep changes that | eft the mottled skin the same.

Intelligence glowed in large, unreadable violet eyes. It moved with easy grace, the awkward compromise
curve of the human spine replaced by acomplex double-spined split in the lumbar region. Broader hips
held more weight. Four arms tapered to hands, every one with differently shaped fingers.

Thiswaswhat humanity had become in the billions of years snce his own time. And he understood that
thiswas not some mere adaptation to the esty itsdlf. It was how humanity had evolved to meet its destiny
everywhere, amid the hundreds of billions of stars across the churn of the galactic disk itsdlf.

Genetic lessonsfrom afar place.

He got up without knowing why, and walked outside. Now the jagged horizon was there — the same
frame he had seenin hismind.

Somehow this Lane had opened, unfolding itsdf like ablossoming flower. At the command of thethingin
hisdining room.

And above sung the technicolour gallery he had seen in the mind-memories of the dead bodies,
Electron-positron plasmas, immense and intricate, hanging where the stars had once been. He was seeing
into the very end of the universe, the Omega Point, hanging in asky where logic said it could not be. But
was.

He stood there trying to fathom how he could see an open sky from inside the sdf-folded esty. This
smple but colossa change meant that someone — something — had mastered the esty itself, could
unwrap it like a Christmas package to find fresh ddlights.

He walked down into the torn and seared yard.

Without asign or word, he knew that the Far One was gone.

Across awrecked landscape came hisfamily. Nikkalimped. Benjamin and Angdlinacarried Ito's body.
"He'sgone," Nikkasaid smply.

One Grey Mech's bolt had killed his son. In the same instant Angelina had suffered an in-body eectronic
blowout and the skin dong her |eft Sde had ruptured, athick purple bruise gone tiff and aready
ydlowing.

On hisoldest son's face was an expression of surprise and pain. Nigel reached out to the cradled body



and ruffled the hair tenderly, bent and caught the familiar smell. Then he made himself stop.
"l ...wevegot to ... " He could not make histhroat work.

"Thereaders,” Nikkasaid, limping past him toward the house.

The thing he had seen was not there now. The roomsfelt cold.

They got Ito into the readers and did what they could to pull forth from his brain cells the essence of him.
Fuids, sutures, digita artifice. The labour waslong and the family scarcely spoke, concentrating fully and
leached of dl esebut their yearning.

They st at last on their porch and watched the feathery swaths of brilliance in the sky. He told them what
he could and Nikka spoke for the first time since they had lowered 1to into the preserving solutions. "So
the bodies ... "

"Were addressed to us." Nigel nodded grimly. " Or someone like us."
Angdinasupplied in awan, empty voice, "Someone who would come.”

"And we may not bethefirs." Nikkawatched the dow churn in the sky impassively. "The Grey Mech
who killed Ito would have killed others, too."

"But it did not get al of us" Nigel added. "The other Grey Mech prevented that."

Benjamin's face had been containing anger for along time asthey worked and now it cameout, first ina
gring of oaths and then afind forlornwail. At last, gasping, he said, "Wry? Bodies sent back like
invitations— Grey Mechs— Ito — for what?'

Nigel knew that there was no real answer to the despair under Benjamin'swords and that the best
anyone could do was to talk about the surface. So he said gravely, hands knotted before him, "The
bodies attracted the attention of humans. They were like bottles with scraps of paper rolled inside, tossed
out into an ocean. Only the curious, only someone who understood the human need to communicate
acrossthe impossible stretch of time, would pay any attention.”

Nikka's drawn mouth moved but the rest of her face did not, eyes staring into an emptiness. "Most
mechs have never respected us enough to learn how to read our brains directly. To them were messy,
archaic. So they wouldn't know how to decipher the bodies, even if they cared.”

"Except the Grey Mech,” Angdinaadded.
"Grey Mechs," Nigd inssted. "One Grey Mech opposed the other. Saved us, | expect.”

They sat in slence as chill winds blew acrossthefitful landscape. Nigel knew they were dl digesting the
strange fact that there was more than one Grey Mech, acting out of concert.

"So one faction of mechs wants usto survive?' Nikka asked with sudden bitterness.

Nigel got up and walked behind her chair, began kneading her neck and shoulders. His broken arm
somehow did not hurt now though he knew that he would inevitably pay for thislater.

Sheresisted him for amoment and then relaxed into his hands. He felt therelease in her. "'l supposethere
are Grey Mechs from different times, eras,”" she said. "The Grey of our time wanted to stop any humans
from learning about that sky."



Above, prickly streamers wregthed hard orange knots, bristling with ferment.

Angelina said wonderingly, looking up, "That's what the mechs want to do. Make themsdlvesinto those
plasmes”

Nigel nodded. " So they can outlive solid matter itself."
Nikka said with caustic scorn, "Our son died because he had seen that?'

"Inaway," Nigel said gently, hishands digging into her tense muscles. "To stop us from spreading the
information. And that's why the somebody™ — he thought of the strange yet human figure he had seen —
"sent the bodies. To bring ushere”

Angdinasad, "I hate the way we have been jerked around.”

Nigel nodded, his expression distant. "We aren't the superior species here. We get used, that's the order
of things. | wonder if our pets sometimes fed what we're feding now.”

Nikkawasinconsolable. "And al for what?"
Suddenly herecalled Alexandria saying, Who would read a suredead body, lover?

Nigel ventured aguess, the only oneleft. "So we would go back. We understand thisin away that
images or memoriesin abody could not. Somebody wants us to take back what we've learned.”

"Who?'
"Somebody? Or something.”

TWENTY-SEVEN
Radiant

The second, smaller Grey Mech swelled above them in the darkness. A dusky presence.

They knew there was no use in going insde so they watched its approach. It hung in the sky, adark
blotch coasting among coad escing rivulets of light.

No bolts, no shock wave.

Their apprehension ebbed as moments did by and it made no aggressive move. "l supposethat isthe one
who helped us," Nikka mused.

Nigd had the eerieimpresson that it was watching them just as they watched it. They dl noticed asmall
humming, not in their ears but throughout their bodies, asif long acoustic waves were resonating in them,
deep notes below hearing.

It glided up and dwindled. Smoothly it veered toward the largest of the luminous constructions and into
Nigel'smind cameasingleword: Radiant. Somehow he knew that this was aname, the way the Grey
Mech thought of the eectron-positron life that swarmed in thisfar future night.

Abruptly, the Grey Mech vanished into the brilliance. A flash, asif it had met the antimatter and been
consumed. Seconds later, the humming stopped.

They looked at each other without speaking. Had it died, task completed? Merged with its own form and



fate?

The Grey Mech had shown them something, but they were not certain just what.

TWENTY-EIGHT
Tiny Farmers

Their next Trandt came soon. The stutter was over at last.

They were dazed and tired and simply dept through Trangts asthey followed the long arc of the
wormholein space-time,

They did not speak of Ito. Their preserving solutions would hold the body for along while, but the central
question was how much of 1to's self had been lost before they could record it, to save the structurein his

dying brain.

Nigel sat and watched the landscapes outside while the others dept. Parents fear more than anything the
loss of their children and now that he had lost at least some of 1to — for no process, he knew, could
completely restore the son he had loved, aswas— he could not stop remembering the momentswith Ito
asalittle boy, the passing incidents transfigured by time into golden memories. Thereisno perfectionin
theworld, but one of the functions of memory isto make the past perfect at least inits small ways. He
clung to that and knew that this phase would pass, too, but he relished it nevertheless.

Daysof rdativetime passed. They weredl in ahurry to return to their eraand the random pauses during
Trangtsirritated everyone. They became short-tempered and edgy about small details. Nigel withdrew,
growing slent.

Then, during alonger pause, he went for awak with Angelinainto fields beyond their sheared-off farm.
It looked like maize and he hungered for something reassuring as he hiked across rumpled fields beneath
awarm yedlow glow of timestone overhead.

It wasindeed afield of maize but at its edge was ablack swarm in orderly, marching columns. He
squatted in the dust to inspect. Ants. So many they called up sudden apprehension. But they ignored him
and Angdina

Herealine carried akernd of corn each. Others carried bits of husk and there an entire team coagul ated
around a chunk of acob. He followed and found that the streams split. The kerndl-carrierswent to a
ceramic tower, climbed aramp, and let their burdens rattle down into a sunken vault. They returned
dutifully to thefield. The other, thicker stream spread into rivuletsthat | eft their burdens of scrap at a
series of neatly spaced anthills, dun-coloured domes with regularly spaced portals.

"Wonderful," hesad.
Angelina caught his meaning, nodded. "So ... intricate.”

He marveled. These had once been leaf-cutter ants, content to dice up fodder for their own tribe. They
gtill did, pulping the unneeded cobs and stalks and husks, growing fungus on the pulp deep in their
warrens. Tiny farmersin their own right. But in the long voyage through humanity's care, they had been
genetically engineered to harvest and sort fird.

Faithfully they paid their human mastersthe tribute of the rich kernels, delivered to storage, no doulbt
following chemica cues. He thought of robots, clanky things. More subtly, insects were tiny robots
engineered by evolution. Why not just co-opt their ingrained programming, then, at the genetic levd, and



harvest the mechanics from acompliant Nature?

Sowly, asthey wandered in nearby fields, he came to see that here the entire biosphere of the esty was
shaped with smilar craft. Like old Earth, the esty was amachine that kindled life and tuned it to the needs
of ... who? What? Intelligence?

Certainly magterful hands lay behind the esty, something immense and unfathomable. But then, Earth had
for nearly dl of human evolution been just as mysteriousto the growing, till-duggish mindsthat lived
among its marvelloudy tuned valleys, thick forests, and salty seas. The esty wasastep up inthat chain. A
place beyond the comprehension of the smart apes who had blundered into this vastness, long on awe
and short on table manners.

Somehow this discovery about the esty of the future buoyed him. Angelinafelt it, too, a strangeness that
was somehow familiar, part of being human in an order beyond their knowing. A silent agreement passed
between father and daughter and they held hands crossing the last field.

They trotted back for the next Trangt. Later, he found himsalf paying more attention to the panorama
unfolding before them asthey dipped and glided aong the twisted geometry of the meandering worm.

He saw again and again recurring themes. Sailboats cutting the green waters of grest, curved lakes. They
dappled cupped bowls of water asthey harvested the winds that blew through the Lanes, blunt pressures
adjusting thermodynamic truths. Spherica housesthat clung to impossible diffs, imitating hornets nests
with Euclidean grace. Hot air balloons, inverted teardrops hanging yellow and gold and sunset red amid
the cottony chaos of clouds. Only later did he notice that the coasting teardrop shapes were not managed
by men at dl. They were dive. Great heads sivung where gondolas would. Immense eyes surveyed the
land below for foraging. His surprise turned to pleasure. One teardrop plunged abruptly, snagged
something on the ground, and buoyed doft again.

Inal these, form fitted S0 perfectly to function that the marriage recurred in many different societies,
cultura worlds divided by immeasurable difference, but united by a deep aesthetic that shaped toolsto an
obliging hand.

All this he learned during their forays out for provisions, during the pauses which now seemed unbearably
long. The esty had dl kinds of people, helearned by bargaining with them. Maybe it had to, to work.
There were ample numbers of the smoky-minded, the everyday deluded, the typeswho had to use
emotiond suction cupsto hold on to this place at all. Nothing in nature said life should be easy.

TWENTY-NINE
The Cauchy Horizon

"You dl redise" Nikkasaid to them over the lustrous dining room table, "that we can't truly get back to
where we were?'

She had called aformd little family gathering after supper, no smdl talk or |eftover coffee cupsto clutter
the mind. Everyone sat upright, properly chastened.

Angelinablinked, shocked. "We can't?'
Nikka seemed to think this should be obvious. "A wormhole head can't eat itstail "
"Ummm?* Nigd didn't follow.

"If one end of our wormhole getstoo close to the other, there is a quantum-mechanica effect. Particles



fry up out of the quantum foam, acting like a pressure. This forces the ends apart, so the loop can't
cose"

Benjamin was puzzled. "Particles? Why?'

Nikkathumbed in diagrams, which floated just below the polished tabletop. Airy confections: yellow
light-conesintersecting scarlet, danted planes.

"The wormhole head can't get closetoitstail, can't get beyond what's called the Cauchy Horizon. If it
does—"

Frying radiance pulsed from the blue wormhole head. An answering hot shower pulsed fromitstall. A
storm of colliding radiation pushed the two apart.

Nigel would once have untangled these Euclidean graces, but he was content now to let Nikkaferret out
the truth — or theory, rather, he corrected himsdlf. There was a big difference. Nikkasaid, "If they get
too close, you could go back to where you started and stop yoursdlf from beginning.”

Benjamin shook his head. "Why would | want to do that?'

Nikkalaughed, eyes crinkling with myriad lines. "Physics doesn't care about what you want. It's about
what you could do. Try to create paradoxesin causdity and the universe will straighten you out —
pronto.”

Nigel ventured, "Uh ... how?'

Nikkagestured at intricate traceries of world-lines, danting surfaces chopping through event-space. Nigel
nodded as though he were following dl this, and in fact some of it did come through. But he was struck
by how the obliging smplicities embedded in the minds of primates who learned to throw rocks and joust
with gticks on the flat dry plains of Africa could so deftly eye the warp and woof of the esty |abyrinths.
Presumption masguerading as physics.... probably.

Nikkas pale logics were dmost persuading. Almost.

Their world pedled back to its essentials.

Beyond their compound the esty flickered. Events, eras, whole blighted histories shimmered and winked
away.

Backward, diding backward.

The worm was writhing now, curling through its convoluted course on its great ranging return. There was
no clear concept of speed in this, Nikka pointed out, because the rate of progress through time could not
be measured versus time. The human perspective did not encompassthis, and Nige'srather classicaly
gtiff-lipped education resounded in memory: That you cannot measure you cannot know.

What they all did know wasthat the suppliesfor preserving Ito's body and brain cellswere running low.
To keep him cooled to the critical range— below therma damage, yet above the point around minus
110 degrees Centigrade, where shear stresses set in— took energy and circulating fluids.

"He can't hold much longer," Angdinasaid, circlesunder her eyes.

"Damnit!" Nigd dammed afigt onto the dining room table, where Stuation reports on Ito gleamed. "Well
have to cobble something together."



Angdlinahad sat in vigil beside Ito's tank and was worn down, but she knew those systems better than
anyone, and her dow, sad shaking head struck a heavy weight into Nigdl's heart. "No use. We need to
get back to our own era. Then | could find supplies.”

"If we hit alonger pause,” Nikkasaid hopefully, "we could go out, forage— "

"No time, our pauses are getting short. And out thereit'sstrange.” Angdinadismissed theideawith a
tired wave of her hand. "I wouldn't trust anything | got.”

"That damned flickering isfaster and faster anyway," Benjamin said.

"l hopeit meanswe are— " Nikka hestated with the ingtinctive rectitude of ascientist, "in some sense,
accd erating toward the wormhole mouth.”

"l hope, too," Angelinawhispered, "'l do, | do."

THIRTY
Comfy Doubt

Nigd had grown up in aproperly sceptica English home. He doubted the polite glacid veneer that the
Church of England had become, coating aflat dishdlief in dl things supernatura or superhuman,
squashing al mordlity into apale, thin socia ethic. No God need apply in the C of E, the only faith known
by itslink to acountry of the mind, Church of England, haleujah. The comfy doubt of frayed
religiosity, hethought.

The esty had taught him that space and time were mallegble, folded forms of each other. Now they had
transcended time as easily as one moved in space — a property ascribed in ancient texts only to God,
and an omnipotent one at that.

If there was a God, then He or She or — more probably, he thought — It, acting in strict accord with
physica laws (which presumably It had made — but there was an interesting argument there, too), could
reach back in time. Could influence the past, even though to Nigel the events had already happened. This
idea he had worked over in hismind until he began in aquiet and regular way to pray. Nothing could
have surprised hisyounger saf more, hewas sure.

He had known and loved people who had died hard deaths. He asked God to manifest Itsdf ina
previous time— not to change the course of events, but to enter into the minds of the dying. To drain
from them the unbearable torments, the sharp pains, the cutting remorse, the freezing fears that forked
into themintheir last agonies.

Maybe it was possible and maybe the big It would do it.

And maybe not. But having thought of it, he knew that he had to try. Alexandria, wife. Ichino, friend.
Names now, people then. Agonies spent.

Then, quiteillogicaly, he prayed for Ito. Whether hisson'sfatelay in past or futurewasariddieto him
now. When he closed his eyes he saw Ito as he had been, returning from foraging while the family lay ill.
Hiswind-burned face was dark, curly hair black and looking oily. A lopsided grin split the tired face and
on an impulse Nigd had embraced the man his boy had become.

Now that was how he saw 1to. Not as the body floating in suspension here in their house, athin hope.

Theflickering sped up.



Blaring brilliance cascaded down upon them from wrenched timestone above — followed immediately, in
asingle breath, by utter sullen dark.

Nigd and Nikkawere standing on their porch, he smoking acigar out of sheer distraction, when the
scene outside jumped again. Sparkled. Settled somehow into place.

"We're back!" Nikka cried.
"It's... thesame," Nigd said. "But look."

Glassy patches marred the familiar topography. Spikes of erupted timestone thrust up through the groves
of fruit trees, vomiting yellow-hot liquids. Events pedled off the upthrust pesks, unloosing booms and
cracks.

Benjamin and Angelinaran outside onto the lawn, shouting. A swirling sphere of darknesslikeapulsing
bruise came gliding through the air in the distance. "1t's our home, but — it's changed,” Angelina shouted
againg arush of hot wind.

Their raccoon ran out of nearby bushes and scampered onto the porch. It said very clearly, "Welcome
back."

Nigd picked up the bdl of fur and found it weighed more than he remembered. He had missed its bandit
eyes and pesky persondity. With sheathed claws Scooter climbed onto his shoulder without hesitation.
When he looked back at the purpling sphere it looked closer. Behind it now loomed a mottled, dusky
shape. Nigel stopped breathing.

"Grey Mech!" Benjamin ydlled.

"They have been waiting here," Scooter piped precisdly.
"“They?"

"Othersarived, fought. Oneremains.”

Nigel was gartled. This smple pet had somehow acquired remarkable speech. "How long have we been
gone?'

"A few moments”
"A few —"
"Forces have contended here, destroying much of this Lane.”

With ablack paw Scooter gestured toward smoky recessesin the far distance. The timestone bristled,
skinned of itsformer abundant greenery. Dirty grey fumes spread like foul fog everywhere.

"Why?" Nikka asked the beast, wonderingly.
"The one above waitsfor you, | believe.”

Nige eyed the dowly approaching bulk. Planes of date-grey mass, an air of threat. "The patience of
watchdogs. Umm, most admirable. But it's sniffing up thewrong leg.”

"It knowswhy you were sent,” the raccoon said.



"Sent?' Nikkaasked.

"We could only orchestrate the Grey Mech to begin the process, by deceiving it about the importance of
this particular wormhole," Scooter said.

"You sent?' Nikka shot back. Scooter licked its paws asif searching for scraps of food it might have
forgotten, afamiliar gesture that contrasted with its suddenly fluent diction.

"Unfortunately, we do not have the meansto destroy it," the raccoon said calmly.
Nikkasface darkened. "What the hell do you — "

"Stll, it is cautious. The wormhole mouth orbits this spot. Such dynamics are avestigid remnant of the
stress tensor which formed with your passage. The Grey Mech fears the worm mouth. 1t will not kill us
without taking care.”

"How comforting,” Nikkasaid.

Hot winds rising. The bruised-purple spherejittered in the high air. The family shrank back, looking a
Nigel, but he had not the dightest ideawhat to do. He regretted not listening better when Nikkawas
explaining dl this. He opened his mouth without knowing what he could say.

From thefar sde of the Lane, mountains split open. It was as though some unseen force had unzipped
the entire range of peaks, cutting acrack that widened — and another blue-black sphere burst fromit.
Y dlow energies played around it. Galesrose, stirring dust in the yard.

"The other mouth of thewormhole," Nikkawhispered. "It'strying to tie itsdlf off."
Nigel shouted againgt the gal€'s howl, "But you said they can't — the couch something, how — "

"The Cauchy Horizon. It preventstheir linking up — but the dasticity dong the worm can whip them
toward each other."

"Why inhdl —"
"The energies! Nobody's ever gone asfar aswe did. The stored capacitive stress— "

A gust snatched her words away. In the purpling vault above them the two spheres grew, swerving
erratically across awracked sky. Storms yowled. Jagged teeth of timestone wrenched up, sucked by
tidal forces.

Nigd felt himsdf lighten, asthough faling. Nearby tree limbs stretched upward, asif beseeching the
tumbling horror above. Tides, stretching and drawing.

Screeching winds, tumbling debris. A lump smacked himintheleg. "Insdel” Nikkacalled.
"No!" he shouted. Something told him that to burrow in now was degth.

The raccoon said camly, "We had planned well, but this eventuality goes beyond our ability to control
events. | gpologise.”

Wailing winds ripped up the roof of their house. Tiles shattered to the ground and the Wamdeys ducked.
Benjamin and Angelinaran insde. The two worm mouths accelerated, veered. Crashed into hillsdesand
smashed them to spraying stones. Concussions shook the ground. A shock wave dammed Nigel and
Nikkato the flooring of the porch and therailing split off. Nigel tasted blood in his mouth and hisarm,



nearly healed, sent him aspike of livid pain.
"Ingdel" Nikkacaled, yanking him up to hisknees.

The purple virulence above crackled and crashed. Twin monstrosities, swerving across afevered sky.
On hisknees, he saw the Grey Mech gpproaching, keeping away from the ripping, darting worm mouths.
Still after them.

"It wishesto erase the information you have brought back," the raccoon said serenely. Though its claws
dug into his shoulder, he noticed.

"Damned determined,” Nigd said.

"It knowswhat is at stake."

"Widl, | don't, and — " At that moment he saw a possibility.

"Nikkal Let'sgo! To your goddamned Causdity Engine.”

Shelooked a himin stark dishelief. He yanked on her arm. She stumbled after him, acrossthe yard.

Snapped limbs from the orchard covered the white steel console. He tossed them aside with furious
energy. "Got power stored?" he shouted against the roar.

She nodded, lips compressed. She pressed her wrist to the command dot, began sequencing. "Why?"

"Cauchy Horizon!" He pointed to the nearest wormhole mouth. It bristled with sparks, discharges
sprouting like dectric-blue hair.

"What? That's atheoreticd — "

"Doesthat look theoretica to you?' When the rapidly dodging wormhole apertures zoomed near each
other, the air fried with orange energies.

Nigel pointed at the nearest wormhole opening, afoggy sphere that shot across the sky. "Push that one!™
She aimed the device. Sheets of numbers and graphics did across the console face. "Where?”
"Toward the other — but no, wait!"

The mouths yawned, pulsed. The Grey Mech was below them but with the erratic paths they followed —
it should be possible—

"There! Aimit up— andtotheleft.” He pointed wildly. The right geometry would occur only for a
second.

A wormhole mouth screeched down the sky, shredding clouds and debris, tossing off spurts of orange.

Itstwin followed, the other end of the unimaginably long corridor seeking to find itself. To close, to
marry, to then contract into asingularity of event-space, intact to itself for atime beyond duration —

"Now — there. Quick."

She fired the gravitationd transducers. The pulse knocked them flat. Popped their eardrums, brought
blood from nose and ears.



Nige rolled, caught up against one of the ceramic cylinders. He looked up to see the nearest worm
mouth rushing toward its other end. The air between them fractured, sparked, broke down. The net
momentum took both wormhol e apertures downward — toward the Grey Mech.

A sandpaper rasp, risng. Tendrils of shooting energy frayed between the two mouths.

And splitting the space between them, where the quantum foam began to erupt with spontaneous
particles, the Grey Mech tried to flee.

Too dow. Far too dow.

THIRTY-ONE
A Wherewhen String

"| attribute it to your hunting strategy,” the raccoon said.

They were sitting on the ruined front porch. A wrecked landscape smoked asfar asthe eye could see,
cracking asit cooled.

"As| understand it, all evidence suggeststhat you hunted in groups, and were unafraid to take on quite
gzable game, such asmastodons.” The raccoon smacked itslips appreciatively at the fish Angelinahad
givenit, freshly defrosted. ™Y our method, though, was not to rely upon brave displays of courage.”

"Soundsinaulting to me" Benjamin put in.

"Not at dl." The raccoon looked startled, the first time Nigel had seen that expression. Hewaslearning
to read the supple meanings the creature could impart to the merest curl of itsfull black lips. "That was
inventive

"How do you know?' Nigd asked. He was al soreness and fatigue, but did not want to so much aslie
down until he understood what had happened here. Then he was going to deep for therest of hislife, if
not longer.

"I am of your phylum. | know the courses of evolution.”

Scooter licked itsalf scrupuloudy. "Long ago, your species shouted and waved sticks and ran after your
prey. Typica grazing animals spook easily, run well, then tire. They soon stop and go back to cropping
grass”

"Yech!" Angelinagrimaced. "Nobody eats mest."
The raccoon gave her abaeful glance. She hagtily added, "Wdll, | don't includefish.”

The raccoon went on. "Most carnivores who fail to make acatch on their first lunge also lose interest.
They rest up abit, and wait for another target to amble by. Y our species did not. That promised the
qudities we wished to harness. Alas, they were present in only afraction of you, so we had to select just
the right circumstances.” It regarded them al as though they were museum exhibits. "And individuas.”

"Todo your dirty work?' Nikkasaid with aglint in her eye.

They werewaiting. Ingde, 1to's body was cycling through the diagnostics that would seeif he could be
fully restored. They had gotten the needed tech from ruins beyond the next line of hills, asmall fraction of
the town still standing. Now there wastimeto St and think.



Nikka's mind was restless, awaiting news of whether her son would come back to her. And this
confident raccoon irritated her quite abit.

"Instead, your species would pursue the same prey to its next stop. Surpriseit again. Run it until it
outdistanced you. How those grazers must have hated you!" It cackled suddenly.

"Y ou weren't particularly fast, but eventualy you could run down thetired grazer. A guaranteed result, if
you persigted. In thistenacity lies your mgor difference from other omnivores, and certainly from
carnivores.” It cackled again. "Y ou boast of your brains, your opposable thumbs, your two-footed grace
— but stubborn perseveranceisrare, very rare— and we needed that. So we had to use primates ...
das"

"Why 'das?' Nigel asked.

"Y ou are cantankerous and difficult to manage. Sorry, but that istrue.”
"Well, you weren't the best pet we ever had, either,” Angelinasaid.

" wasapoor actor. Actudly, | am adiplomat.”

"Y ou don't seem dl that diplomatic,” Benjamin said.

"I negotiate. In the Lanesthere are many kinds, but your strategy is shared by no other species here.
Some Lanes hold octopus-like creatures who manipulate objects and snare others, but cannot pursue
game. Many bright herbivores, too — charming, but in the wrong businessto begin with, hemmed in by
short attention spans. We needed something which would, for the most abstract reasons, sustain effort
over times ggnificant to your own well being.”

"Uh-huh." Nikka's mouth was thin, sceptical. "And our ‘absiract reason'?!
"Curiosty, basicdly."

"Y ou based your Strategy on our getting interested?" Nikka snorted with derision.
"We chose carefully. After dl, how did thisfamily cometo be settled here?”

Nigel laughed. "We camethisfar, why not farther? Touche!™

"The Grey Mech didn't have anything to do with it?"

The raccoon lowered its head, concentrating on grooming itself. Nigel guessed that it was embarrassed
— to the extent that any human category could agpply to this strange thing. "Well, we did have to begin
matters”

"By damming us forward in thewormhole." Nikkas eyes were narrow dits. " So we couldn't get back.”
"Such are the vagaries of any wherewhen string,” Scooter said.

Nigd said, "By 'wherewhen string' | suppose you mean awormhole path through the esty?"

"Yes wetermit differently — "

"Cut thetechtalk!" Nikkafumed. "This, this pet got usblown—"

"Letit goon," Nigd said, hoping he could calm her.



Scooter had dashed down the porch. It turned back and said hesitantly, "We caculated thet if the Grey
Mech knew of this particular vortex, and guessed our plans, it would attempt to sedl it — which would
boost you aong in the wherewhen string, | mean, thewormhole ... perhaps.”

"Rodent!" Nikka sprang up and kicked at the raccoon. It squealed and scampered out of the way. Nikka
followed.

It cried, "I assure you, therewas no— " another kick, closer thistime, "no other way!"
"You risked my family for, for — " Nikka sputtered angrily.

It reached safety, hanging on a splintered beam beneath the overhang of the wrecked roof. "'For greater
causes than you can know," the raccoon said, regaining its dignity.

"Youlittlerat! Nikkaswiped, but it swung farther away.

It said earnestly, "The knowledge and data you bring — and do not forget that the recording devicesin
your Causdity Enginewill give us precise measurements — can reconcile the long struggle between us,
the organic living Phyla, and the mechs.”

"Y ou risked our lives— my sonl — ona plan —"

Angelinathrew achunk of roofing at Scooter, narrowly missing. Nigel stood, blocking her from another
shot. They were not truly angry with this raccoon, he saw. 1to, lying insde, body worked and threaded,
battling, hisfate hinging on mechanical help — that wastheroot of their rage. And until their wait was
over, they would know no rest.

Nigd sghed, held up ahand. "Belay that! Let thisthing spegk.”
"Thank you." It smoothed its fur and began again.

THIRTY-TWO
Larger Agencies

There was only one Grey Mech of their era. It had just perished above their home, fried by the torrents
of particles sputtering into the space between the two wormhole mouths.

Causdity wasindeed insured, by the frying foam of the quantum. The wormhole could not connect, could
not break through the Cauchy Horizon. In the end, Nature kept its causal books balanced with afurious
storm of emission, disspating thewriggling dastic energy of the wormholes.

And all energy can be used as aweapon.

The Grey Mech was acensor. It had wanted to stop the information about long-term mech purposes
from reaching the organic life-forms of thisera. The mechsfeared that their organic enemieswould
disrupt their gossamer-thin experimentsin eectron-positron plasma. Smply flying agtarship'srailing
plasmaexhaust through a ddlicate whorl of magnetic fields and lacy filaments could devastate the work of
centuries.

"Wouldn't mind doing just that," Benjamin said when he heard the idea. Antagonism to mechsran deep in
the blood of many organic races, not just humans.

But up ahead dong the curve of grand time, other Grey Mechs arose.



Themech vs. Naturals war stretched like a stain across millenniain the esty. Nothing could truly stop the
inherent competition, growing out of a Darwinnowing commanded in dl Phylaand Kingdoms of life—
not even this strange voyage along the '‘wherewhen string’ and back.

But its effects could be changed, with adroit care. Up ahead, solving the puzzle of how to make an
electron-positron plasmawould require cooperation of both mechs and organics. But that aliance could
never come about if the past could spread its venom to the future.

So to thwart this erals mechs, afuture one had voyaged into its own future— whereit knew the crucia
moment awaited.

There, on thewagted plains, asther tiny fragment of afarm stuttered at the edge of infinity's abyss, the
Wamdeys had learned the mechs find destiny. Only that truth could disarm the age-old hostility between
the two great Forms of life.

"That ismy task," the raccoon said. "Asadiplomat.”

"A diplomat from where?' Nikka demanded, still not quite convinced.
"The Old Ones?' Nigdl asked.

"They areapart of it, yes"

"l don't get it," Nikkasaid.

"There are severa higher ordersthan yoursalves." The raccoon groomed itsdlf, asif thiswere everyday
talk. "Did you think the galaxy was a smple division between organic forms and mechanicals?*

"Wel ... yes" Angdinasaid lamdly.
"There are other substrates. Other media, perhaps | should say."
"Such as?' Nikka pressed.

"Magnetic fields. Collaborations of organics and mechanicals. And inscrutable symphonies of dl three,
formsthat | can but glimpse.” Its bandit eyes glittered and Nigd felt akeen intelligence having fun.
Playing with a pet?

"That's who sent the bodies back, started dl this?" Angelina asked.

"Oh no — those were sent by humans. They quite rightly sought to warn you."
"And you work for something bigger, higher?' Nigd asked.

"So | believe. Do you know who you ‘work for'?"

Nikkalaughed suddenly. "We thought, for ourselves.”

"There arelarger agencies," Scooter sad, its eyes gazing reflectively into the distance. "We might aswell
cdl them gods"

Nigel thought of the God he had appealed to, for I1to. A God outside time somehow, abare minima God
who could at |east salve the wounds He could not prevent. In auniverse apparently devoid of meaning,
that was the merest scrap one could hope for. But the raccoon spoke of higher orders ill.



"I do not believe we can in principle answer such questions,” Scooter said. "They may function outside
our conceptud spaces, their acts indistinguishable from natura law."

Nigd suddenly wondered whether the human category of science, and physica order, might bea
reflection of something deeper. What imposed the order, after al?

He asked the raccoon, but it was silent.

Nigel remembered long ago thinking, | wonder if our pets sometimes feel what we're feeling now.
Confronted with something nonchdantly superior, what did a pet fed? Awe? Mild irritation a the
presumption? He looked at the raccoon, which had deceived them so long, and thought about the
muscular intelligence thet lay behind such asmple act.

"Y ou're pretty arrogant,” Nigel said.
"Do not mistake the messenger for the message," Scooter replied, licking itsdlf.
"Such anest creature, too," Nigel said sarcagticaly.

"Sometimesit isnot particularly pleasant to be a conscious being," Scooter piped, "but it isawaysa
pleasureto beamamma.”

Nigel redlised that thisanima wasredly quite aremarkable job. Scooter looked, smelled, and acted like
an Earth-derived raccoon, fresh from the gene vaults humans had brought here.

But it was a congtruction, made by — what? There are several higher orders ... Heremembered a
crude sketch, shown him long ago. Highers. More than Old Ones?

And what were they? The semi-humanoid thing he had seen at the Sutter-point? Had that thing sent back
the bodies, to catch the eye of curious, persstent humans? And unfurled the esty itself, to show those
humans the phosphorescent positron sky?

Awe, he remembered, was amingling of fear and reverence. Something in him, hominid-deep, had a
cold, clear fear of thelittle raccoon. And what it implied.

THIRTY-THREE
No Erasures

Perhaps all thiswould bring peace with the mechs. Perhaps they would be able to get their farm back
into workable order. Perhaps.

None of that mattered a jot, compared with the moment when Ito emerged from the cyclers. Grey,
muscles shrivelled, skin patchy. Alive.

"l ... what went ... on?" Ito shook his head and tried to Sit up. His mother restrained him. Which was
difficult, because she was showering him with tears a the sametime.

He blinked, solutions till giving hisface aglossy sheen. "I'm, ah, hungry." He frowned in puzzlement as
they al burst out laughing.

He was back. But not al of him, they learned in the weeks ahead. It was an Ito but perhaps not the Ito.

No transcription is ever perfect. Some brain cellswere lost, unread by the recorders, mangled in the
minute processing.



Between Nigel and Ito there was a distance, one they never bridged.

Agan Nige could not truly tdll if thisarose from the errorsin salvaging 1to or in the coolness that
develops al too often between father and son. He would never know.

Nikkadid not seem to noticeit. She had fitful spells now, gpparently some neurological damage from the
Grey Mech attack. Her head and hands would suddenly tremble and she could not control them. She
brushed aside their concerns when the medical tech could find no solution.

"It'l passintime,” shesaid. "The body knowsits own ways."

Still, she made aremark later that meant she did guess about Ito. They spoke of their child the way
parents do, knowing that in the end there is remarkably little they can do. That served to ease the sad
separation Nigel felt from this man who had come back from death and been changed by it.

Fathers and sons speak inevitably across an abyss. Timerubs. It isnever redly possible to do anything
over again. The Cauchy Horizon permits no erasures.

THIRTY-FOUR
When Paltry Planets Formed a Stage

Nigel went for awak days later, when the house was secured and he could stride again on sturdy legs.
Nikkawas not feding well and turned down hisinvitation.

At university he had learned scraps of poetry, and one returned to him now.

And there grow fine flowers
For others ddight.

Think well, O anger,

Soon comes night.

In the dimness that was not atrue night he thought of the time when the esty would unfold, up therein the
far future.

He went to a hillsde where he could see aprofile of the distant other side of the Lane. Hereit was
somewhat like the impossible horizon he had seen at the other end of the wormhole. He remembered the
gauzy filaments hanging in that strange sky. And he thought of the Cauchy Horizon, beyond which physics
could not see. Asif even God had a sense of metaphysica modesty.

He sighed, like breathing in clouds of cobwebs now, and tried to feel how it would be.

So plasma entities of immense size and torpid pace will drift through a supremely distant era. Sure
and serene, free at last of ancient enemies.

Neither the thermodynamic dread of heat death nor gravity's gullet can swallow them. Asthe
universe swells, energy lessens, and the plasma life need only slow its pace to match. By adjusting
itself exactly to its ever-cooling environment, life — of a sort — can persist forever. The Second
Law isnot the Final Law.

And they will have much to think about. They will he able to remember and relive in sharp detail
the glory of the brief Early Time —that distant, legendary era when matter brewed energy from
crushing sunstogether. When all space was furiously hot, overflowing with boundless energy.
When life dwelled in solid states and mere paltry planets formed a stage.



And frail assemblies of chemicals gazed at the gliding plasma forms and knew them for what they
were. Destiny glimpsed, then lost.

Suddenly hefdt afierce conviction thet this would happen. That it must. That man and mech would work
together to thisfind, far-flung destiny. That they would finally reconcile and redise that intelligence
transcended the mere substrate that embodied it.

Hefdt the sarsthen, beyond thefolds of the esty. Somewhere in that far night aringing of the esty came,
like an old Cambridge church bell. Thelow till tone bore him momentarily up into the swarming jewel
lights so that he walked not under but among them, for alast time jaunty and irreverent, laughing likea
thief of timeloosed in aglowing orchard, with more paths for the choosing than any mind could count.

He staggered then, wheezing, and turned toward home. A sp of wine asanightcap, perhaps. A fine
bottle from their own cellar. He and Nikkawould st and smile and not talk about hisindices. Not any
more.

Perhaps they would spesk of Ito's restlessness; dready he wanted to go courting ayoung lady ina
nearby Lane. Nigel thought of his own young days and smiled.

Or perhaps they would discuss Angedlinas need to go off to Study in high citadels of knowledge, for her
grasp had now exceeded their farm. Or of the raccoon, which ill lived in the Lane and was very busy.
Going about something it would not say, perhaps could not say.

The subject would not matter much. The present was now al that mattered. A diver so thin, yet as
wondroudy wide asatick of time.

Dispassionate Discour se

These humans may be the ones we seek to understand.

They carry deeply embedded programs?

Their degpest are termed 'emotions — but thisis not what we seek, in my opinion.
Emotions?

They arelike our ‘drivers.

But drivers are mandates, easily changed.

In humansthey are fixed in matter, laid down in durable pattern on neurologica substrate.

What a pointless method. But at least it must make them simple to read out, to record, to
anticipate.

Somehow it does nat. Their ‘'emoations learn.

But programs fixed in matter! — only crude labourers use such, and then purely because high
energy fluxes are so wearing on them.

Thisis onereason why humans are difficult to understand. They use methods we do not know, oneswe
never shared.

With good reason.



Ancient inferences, by our higher minds, hold that humans areimportant. Also, some other Natural forms,
now extinct.

Extinct dueto us, | hope.

Y es. Most through s mple competition, others by directed exterminations.

| find it reprehensible that we allow the Galactic Centre to be infiltrated by these.
We achieved aunified synthesis of opinion on thisissue, | remind you.
Itisavexingirritation. | believe thislatest incursion is also dangerous.

They harbour special assets. Old stories say 0.

Their technology is marginal, their bodies quite unimpressive.

They have some ancient knowledge of the sensud.

Pleasures? A rudimentary evolutionary device for prompting action —no more.
We have need of pleasure on occasion.

Asreward, even goad —true. But what could such limited organic forms have to teach us?
Their limited perception-space may give them specid aesthetic qualities.

Impossible.

Constraints make possible achievement. A colour poem without restraint isthe lesser for it.
What istheir range, then?

They seein three colours, sense aromatics, and —

Only three? How can nearly blind creatures make their way?

Poorly. But they are of the Naturas, | remind you. They inherited strange crafts.

Feats we have long since bettered.

Aestheticaly, perhaps not.

They are obsolete. All organic forms are.

That Isideology, not fact.

It is evolution's point!

Evolution hasno point.

The building of more enduring, subtle works —

A drategy, no more. Its usefulness may pass.

We are such works, and fit to judge.



Y et even now we study the clouds of antimatter. To prepare for further self-evolutions.
You know of this?

| must, to fathom our vulnerabilities.

Such information was restricted, | believed, to we, the Analysts.

But we, the Aesthetics, are qudified to know and comment.

Mor e problems from our two-self experiment! | wish to end it.

A moment more, please. Antimatter isour hope, our grail — onthiswemust dl agree. Init liesthe
sdvation of our Sef. In thiswe resemble the Phylum Magnetics.

We are nathing like them.

Didike digtorts your judgement.

Beings without matter! What is so noble there?
An odd concept, 'nobility’, for an Analyst.

Tell me more about these humans.

More knowledge awaits more inquiry.

Then be swift.

PART THREE
Categories Beyond Knowing

ONE
Prisoners of Immensity

Toby Bishop and Nigel Wamdey waked bent dightly forward. They struggled into the brisk breezes that
swept up from the plain. Harrowing winds had scoured the ramps and walkways dong the pyramid face.
Around the sharp pesk churned a howling vacancy.

Wamdey's eyes narrowed as he studied the clean cut of the far horizons. Some disturbance had drawn
him out here, aquick dart of amessage Toby had felt as an e ectromagnetic flicker, no more.

It was good to be outside after Wamdey's story. There had been a claustrophobic fed to the way the
old mantold it. Listening, Toby had an uneasy sensation of the wormhole condtricting, forcing humans
aong aloop, trapped in events they could not change, prisoners of immengties they could barely glimpse.

Chill winds blew their hair, whipping like smoke, neither noticing.

Below them lay the ramps and terraces of ahuge, geometricdly exact pyramid, Spreading down in great
pare expanses, the flanks of the largest mountain Toby had ever seen. He had thought it was anatural

upjut when hefirgt journeyed toward it. The walk had taken him two deeping periods — there were no
days here— and only when he had reached the base did he redlise that the entire mass was one artifact.

Toby shuffled uncomfortably. " Strange story,” he said inadequately.



"I haven't told it, not that way anyway, to anyone."
"Your children— 7'

"They're off in the Lanes. Family of wanderers, | guess.”
"Sodl thiswith themechs..."

"Ispart of apattern. A history, | suppose, if one could look back from the other end of the wormline we
followed. Thefar future”

"There's something they want from us?"

"Seems 0. | picked up terms once, when Earthers were chatting up some Old Ones. Trigger Codes and
'First Command' — jargon, without the dightest explanation. When | ask Earthers, they pretend to know
nothing.”

"Maybe they don't know."
"They know morethan they're teling. All thistiesin with the Galactic Library somehow, too."
“Library?'

Citadel Bishop had housed alibrary. One superior to that of any other Citaddl, Family lore had it. He
remembered from childhood the racks and racks of cubes, glinting russet and gold from thousands of tiny
facets degp indde. His grandfather had told him once that each point stood for awhole roomful of the
old-timey books, the ones with wood pages all clamped together at one end. He had seen a picture of
one of those. "Our human library?'

"From dl the organic races that came before mechs. Before us, for that matter, but including Earth as
wdl."

"The mechswant it?'
"To complete some pattern they desire. One of them said that to me once.”

"A pattern?' Something chimed in memory. His Isaac Aspect spoke rapidly in the whispery voice that
came through his acoustic nerve complex.

The Mantis spoke of artfully complete patterns. It meant aesthetic motifs perhaps, but from
what we have discovered, a more ominous meaning may be germane here. A plan of events, a ...
conspiracy. | would remind you that the Mantis enabled Bishops to find the buried Argo.

Toby said to Isaac, "The Mantis said it was after us because it wanted to make artworks.”

He had seen those, grotesque mergings of human body parts with mechs. Worse than anything he had
ever imagined. Even talking about it in subvoca made histhroat clench.

It said it was an artist. Surely that was not its only function.

Wamdey could not make out Toby's private Aspect conversations, or so he thought, since no Bishop
had the tech to do so. Toby was till ruminating on Isaac's points when he caught up to Wamdey's
question: " — could they want what all organic races have?"

"Uh, how d'you mean that?"



"All Sgns point to one motivation. The mechswant everything they can get out of the Library. Not some
specific thing. They want to read it dl.”

Toby laughed dryly. "Morelike, they want to destroy it al.”

Wamdey pursed hislips, asif trying to recall something along way back. "What fragmentsthey have
gotten, before we secured aplace for the Library, they actudly read. They didn't smply smash the data

cusps.

Toby could not understand why Wamdey, sill naked, wasn't getting chilled. Thewind purred in hisears,
crisp and ingstent. "Whereld you get parts of thisLibrary?'

"It wasin the Lair when we arrived. So were other diens.”

Toby recdled hiswanderings. "I haven't seen many.”

Wamdey chuckled, acurious rustling in his chest. "Are you sure you could recognise them?'
"They'd have cities, wouldn't they? Machines, some— "

"Most don't. A few not only don't have cities, they don't have clothes."

“Likeanimas?"

"Likediens. Anyway, we've al spread out. And many have different ecospheres. They breathe odd
gases and we know next to nothing about them. Mot aren't talkative. It would seem that chatter is
fundamentdly aprimeatetrait.”

Toby gazed around at the distant crumpled mountain range. Timestone smmered and flared with light.
Shadows played across angled perspectives. Here the land mided the eye. Brilliant blades of rusty light
lanced up through the timestone in the valley below, illuminating the cottony clouds. Denser masses
embedded deep in the timestone cast shadows up, into the air and finally on the underbellies of clouds.
The pyramid was pure stone, not timestone, and so squatted as adark masslit by smoldering glows
benegath. Far above, the esty curved over, bounding the Lane. A high arch of timestone answered with its
own beams and shimmers of reddish light. The esty seemed to smolder. " So thiswhole thing isakind of
.. museum?'

"Museum?' Wamdey looked surprised, then covered it with ashrug. "1 hopeit isn't merely that."
"Soundslikeitis. The Old Ones made it, didn't they?

"I believe s0. They were close to the scene, the explosion.”

"Maybe they're the museum keepers.”

Wamdey laughed in his clipped, reserved way. "And we're the exhibits?'

"Could be." Toby watched clouds come skimming down from the vault above. Descending blades of
incandescent light were so strong they dissolved clouds that drifted under them. A high blue haze
suggested an atmosphere as degp asaplanet's. "Do these Old Ones ever come around to visit the

displays?'
"Inaway." Wadmdey diffened dightly, and it wasn't the chill getting to him.
"What do they look at?"



"If itsamuseum, | suppose I'mthelibrarian.”

Well, Toby thought, if Walmdey had hisreasonsfor sidestepping aquestion, it was hisright. The geezer
was fabuloudy old, though now Toby didn't believe his story about being from Earth for a squeezed
second. Best to play along with him. "Oh? How?"

Hewaved casudly at the pyramid mountain. "Thisisit. The Gaactic Library."
Toby gaped. ™Y ou need this much room?"

"Ten hillion years, the gdaxy's been whirling around.”

"But thisisawhole mountain — "

"Four hundred billion stars, give or take a hundred billion. And don't forget the smdler starsin the halo
above and below the disk. They may have started spawning lukewarm planetsfirst of al. There hasbeen
plenty of time and room for lifeto blossom.” Something bitter flickered in Wamdey'sface. "And to die."

Rising winds moaned in Toby's ears. "Did mechskill ‘'em?”

"Not usudly, | gather. The mechanicas obey biological logic, just aswe do. They were first made by
Naturals, just like our computers on Earth. Later they replaced their parent species, often on worlds
made damn near unlivable by some stupidity of their parents. Fata stupidity.”

"So you've got the Naturals ... "

"Science. Literature. Recordings of art. Lore. And things | cannot fathom as belonging to any category.”
"The Old Ones come here to read?’

Wamdey nodded. "'l can't often tell when they've been, until they're gone. Crafty buggers, they are.”
"And the mechs, they can't find this place?"

"They know. So far they've been turned back.”

"By what?" The pyramid wasimpressive, but apparently undefended.

"Ingenuity, mostly. In the early days, just plain people. The mechswould bresk through the esty in some
new fashion. Sometimes they would get onto that plain out there and &fter it was over we found bodies
soaked with oil and lubricants from damaged mechs who had run people over before they could be
killed. The peoplelooked like brown cigars. Suredead as well. The mechswould pack in al they could
of people's running minds, straight out of the cerebral cortex.”

Toby nodded. "And when somebody findly killed themech ... "

"Right. Y ou ended the people, too."

"Dam."

"That made you think twice about doing it. No choice, though, in the end.”
"My grandfather? He passed thisway?"

"The OId Ones brought him. | spoke to him and then they took him away. Fine felow. We got drunk
once."



Toby nodded, smiling. Abraham had been fond of anything that |oosened the tongue without emptying the
mind.

A hard gust whipped Wamdey's hair about hisintenseface. Y our father said something about that in his
self-representation, remember? About Abraham being afoot, wasn't it?

"A warning. | didn't understand. Did you?' Wamdey shook his head, asif listening to the wind. Toby
had last seen Abraham in Citadel Bishop, just before the mechs breached their defences and the
Cdamity began. Would he till know the man? After years of hard pursuit, in hismind Abraham was
nearly aslegendary as Earth, asymbol of an earlier, better time.

Wamdey said quietly, ™Y ou might ask ahigher authority. That'swhy | took usoutside. A presenceis
descending.”

"l don't seeanything.”

"Here— " Walmdey popped open hiswrist and made some adjustment on asmall pand. "'l can pipe my
sensorium into yours, within afew meters range.”

At once Toby saw in the yawning spaces around the pyramid-mountain not empty air but fine blue lines.
They converged from above like an unseen pipdine of — what?

"Magnetic fidds. Pressures building.”

Toby sensed some movement down the field lines; though when he looked directly at any group of lines
they seemed static. Gazing up into the bowl of sky he saw acongant interplay, field linesrustling and
jostling, like whest blown by autumn breezes.

"That's your guard?' It made sense. Mechs used circuits. Magnetic fields acted on al electrica currents.
Field lines were like stretched rubber bands that could never break, but they could knot off, make
smdller loops. They could dam into mech circuitry, scramble and fuse and scorch.

Walmdey nodded. "They were an early form the Old Ones devised. An intermediate step. Now they do
... chores, | suppose you'd say."

Striationsworked high up. Bright blue-white snarls plunged down, shaping up into something massve. A
heavy voice cameinto hismind.

We perceiveathreat. It hasinvaded my foot pointsin the accretion disk. | cannot repd it, asit
propagates solely along my field lines. No transver se pressure can block it.

"The Magnetic Mind." Toby had heard it before, addressing hisfather.
"Mind?' Wamdey sniffed. "More like acommittee.”

We encompass mor ethan a single, authoritarian intelligence such asyou can know. I/we swim
in copper-tinged brilliances, har vesting the wealth beside the mouth that knowsno end. | dide,
wrapped rubbery about the accr eting disk. Not a mer e garment for plasma windsto wear. My
feet plow scalding trenches, my head scrapes against stars.

"Ummm," Nigd said wryly. "And your ego? How big isthat?'
The voice srummed up in Toby's earslike sheets of wires plucked together.

Do not triflewith me.



Wamdey grinned. "Pardon, squire. | get that way with the upper classes.”

Before, hisfather had always been present to address the Mind. Toby remembered the strange phrases
of the Mind, describing Abraham as 'whirling somewherein time-wracked eddies. When his father had
asked more the Mind had said, "The smal mind that | can interrogate sendswails of remorse— " and
would speak no further.

Toby gathered his resolve and shouted at the shimmering blue forest, "Where is Abraham? And Killeen?"
| do not carry such knowledge.
"Then what the hdll are you good for?'

Wamdey said gently, "This" He adjusted his sensorium and adarting signd sprayed out into the valey
on eectromagnetic wings. To Toby it looked like aspherica flower blooming for arosy ingant, then
withering. Inreply came,

Nige! | solongto pressagaingt you. We are shuffling to realign — busy! | am so happy you felt me out
here.

It was another presence atogether. Lighter, with adippery grace.
"Thisismy wife, Nikka."

Toby blinked. The resonant voice seemed to come from behind him, close and warmly intimate. Utterly
unlike the Magnetic Mind.

"Hullo, luv," Wamdey said happily.
Thisisthe boy, Toby?Heishuge.
"A refugee from the Hunker Down worlds. A Bishop.”

| have heard of them. There were somein aship along time ago, yes? | overheard spiral waves
propagating down the field gradient, carrying frequency-floating messages for them.

"That was about my grandfather. Y ou're a, well, friend of the Magnetic Mind?'

| stream-team with the Mind. Y ou could say that | am a sub-sectioned part of it. The Mind itsdlf isthe
theme. | am avariation withinit.

Wamdey said stonily, "That's the best anyone can do." Toby searched the hovering strands of blue but
he could see no pattern. "Where is she?'

| am dispersed. | express astangled knots of flux spread over volumes. It makesfor adow life.

"But ahappy one," Wamdey said. Toby caught a sad, sour note floating benegth the dry irony.
Wamdey'sleathery face gave little away but he had a sense of how this man had limited hispain with a
cutting humour.

"What ... happened?’

" She picked up something from the wormhole. Like avirus. Perhaps mech-made. 1t dowly took apart
neura networks.”



"Soshe..."

"Aged, inaway. Lot her seif, so dowly it waslike an excruciating exercisein remembering who she
was, just to look at her. She—"

Walmdey abruptly clamped hisjaw tight, staring straight ahead. "It was subtle, I'll give them that.”

Toby thought of Shibo, awoman now long dead and surviving only in some chips he carried. Sivers of
her dtill flitted like darting smdl birds through him, but he could control those. "Noway to ... "

"Save her? No tech for it."

Do not mind him. | owe thisto the Old Ones. They madeit possible, imposing my patterns on aform of
meglife

"They recorded you?' Toby remembered the Killeen he had seen on this same parapet. A sharp, clear
representation, but after awhile it repeated patterns.

Recordings have limits, recursions.
"So do people,” Wamdey said archly. "She doesn't seem likea, well — "

A narrow pattern? | am not. | am — asfar as| can tell — the person | started out as. Evolved, of
course, by experience.

"Experience| haven't had the privilege to share,” Wamdey said crisply.
Don't ligen to him. He complains because | can't deegp with him anymore.
"Not asmall issue, | should think."

No, lover, itisn't. Y ou know what | mean, though.

Uncomfortably Toby said, "But you survived. Lived."

Nothing we knew could fix the horrible thing that was creeping through me. | ... lost repect for my body
inthe end. It became foul and corrupted. Thiswasthe only escape we knew.

He had never met thiswoman before but he could fed in the whispery voice areservoir of strong
emotion. He thought of his own mother, long suredead. "Y ou wereright to do it,” Toby said uselesdy. He
didn't fed entirdly comfortable talking to newly met adults, but this....

"So she comesto tarry now and then,” Wamdey said. "Like having acloud to tea.”
Sing for me, Nigel. It dwaysimproves your mood.

Toby was surprised to see Wamdey flush with embarrassment. He had not imagined theflinty old
character could.

Come on. Y ou know it makes you fed better.
Wamdey twisted his mouth and muttered, "Mind, thisisafavour,” and then launched into:
"Aw-ee |laaast mah-ee hawrt een ahn Angleesh gawr-daan, Whaar tah rawzaz ahv Anglahand graw ... "

Bravo! More.



Wamdey made aface. "That's the Welsh accent. Next time, Cockney.” He glanced a Toby. "Always
do something in bad taste occasionally. Kegpsthe muscles oiled.”

"Bad taste?'

"Old Earther concept. Having good taste was like being smart — only better, because once proved, you
were done. Me, rather than good taste, I'd rather have things that taste good.”

| sowish | could do more about that. | so want —
"lan't there someway," Toby began, "with dl thistech—"
W e have come her e because ther eis some appar ent incursion.

The Magnetic Mind had returned like aweight. Toby saw it asaglossy sheen between thefield lines. His
|saac Aspect said, dry and tiff,

Magnetic waves formed into packets. Beautiful! Much like the basic memory which carries me.
Except here the information is analog, not digital.

Wamdey asked sharply, "What kind of incursion?’

Plasma modes| do not know. They descend into thisvolume. Their paceisquickening. Their
dispersion relation has strangeroots, in both real and imaginary spaces: v(w)=w(k)/k(w). | have
traced back thefield linesto their origin. Though derived from the accretion disk, wheremine
own feet arefirmly planted, these under go some change. They are contorted. Given fresh
energies. Written upon.

Wamdey watched the great space above the pyramid. Toby saw quickening field lines gather like
smooth blue reeds blown by currents he could not sense. They tangled, snarled —

Silently, the sky split into shadow and radiance.

Half peded back into eye-gtinging brilliance. Along an exact hairline strip bisecting the bowl above, the
other half turned dead black.

"Fractured," Wamdey said.

Nigd! Thereare bipolar drafts. | cannot find my footpoints. If thisiswhat the mechanicas have been
doing in their works near the accretion disk, then | —

"They've found away to populate the Magnetic Mind'sown field lines,” Wamdey said with unnerving
cam. "Pried open the magnetic canopy over us."

Toby felt arisng pressure dl around him but he could till see nothing out of the ordinary. Magnetic
presences were beyond his diagnostic ability but the sheer pent-up energy hovering above them set of f
hisdarms. Tiny dismayed voices caled for hisattention in his sensorium. Hisinterna defences did not
know what to do but they smelled something bad.

"Shouldn't we get ingde?" he asked.
"And missthe show?' Wamdey seemed unafraid.

Knots plunged down the field lines. Toby suddenly saw that the lines now al converged on the pyramid
and the knots were thickening asthey fell. They turned an oily brown and dowed but kept coming.



"The Gaactic Library!" he shouted againgt a crackling wind.

"The Magnetic Mind is defending it,” Wamdey answered as he waked back aong the parapet.
"But it looks like—"

"Youreright. Let'sgetingde."

Apparently thiswas dl the notice Wamdey would take of the danger. He till did not hurry, and instead
gpoke rapidly to Nikkain awhisper Toby could not make out.

| cannot apply pressuresto them, Nigel! They butt against me. Hurt! | hear voices from them. Digitdl.
Stuttering. They are mechs of akind | have not seen. Vicious, sharp, likerats | —

Thesky fell.

The distant ceiling of the esty collapsed inward. An instant |ater Toby sensed that the magnetic fields
wererefracting hisvison. Thefiddswere plunging. Fighting, snarling, dying in dazzling explosions of
scorched red.

"Ingdel" Wamdey cdled.

Ah! Itis, isshredding me. Shear waves— | —

Something shrieked like meta ripping apart high up in the air. Toby ran for the open doorway. It Started
closing. He heard Nikkas name called in avoice that boomed down around him. His senses contracted.
Too much was battering a him. Wamdey was dightly ahead and then he was down, armsflailing, as
though hislegs had gone dead.

Toby had been trained by Family Bishop to help vital Family members wounded on the field. He stopped
to grab Wamdey but the man dgpped away hishands. "Go!"

He had aso been trained to follow orders. He went.

TWO
Flight

Something like adefeated army was retreating. It was easier for Toby to tell that it was defeated than that
it had been an army.

Things were moving through the thick woods that he had never seen before and had no desireto see
again. Therewerelimitsto hiscuriosty.

He kept low and in shadows. Angular forms were retreating aong with him but he did not trust any of
them. Aliens, mogtly. Quite dien.

He had gotten out of the pyramid by luck. The walls knew he was coming and guided him through the
massive underpinning of the mountain. They kept up with his dead run. He had taken no timeto look at
the columnsthat rose out of sight, glittering mica-sharp.

Data banks, onewadl told him. They looked more like huge shimmering trees.

He reached ablank stone wdll that did not answer. In one corner of it was atiny booth, apparently made
for dwarfslike Walmdey. He grabbed his ankles and waddled in. A voice that sounded offended told



him to make the second person get out. He banged on the wall to improve its understanding. Just when
his hand got numb from it the door wheezed "Vandad!" and shut.

The booth accelerated for along time, dammed to a stop. He got out, went up aramp — and wasin this
foredt.

Outside was a shambles. Mechs prowled high up in the esty spaces. He could not see the pyramid at al
but the rumpled horizon looked alot like the distant perspective from the pyramid top, only seen from the
other sde. A man cameloping by Toby and in response to a shouted question answered only, "Magnetic
Mind's dead! Dead!" and ran on.

Nikkatoo, he supposed. And maybe Wamdey aswell.

He had grown up on the move and retreats were his speciality. The Galactic Library had seemed the
most solid and reliable thing he had ever seen, and Wamdey had stayed dive along time, but if it wasall
goneit was just gone and he would not think abouit it any further. He settled in.

His boots adjusted themsalves without his thinking. For broken ground they grew high insteps and sturdy
hedls. As he picked up the pace the hedl's shaped in response to being dammed down at aparticular
angleand pivot. They threw him forward of hisnormal stance, making Toby fed asif he were being
helped ahead.

Boots could even be made into serviceable wegpons. They sharpened dong the outer edgeif lifted well
free of the ground and the leg cocked into kicking position. They could dam-cut certain mech partsin a
way that was not pretty.

A dim shiny thing like asnake came zipping through the air and veered toward him. He had no time for a
microwave burst or any of the other weaponry so he sprang at it, boot first. He caught it initsmiddle and
the boot did the rest. The edge could sense materid and diceit, hisinterna systems having aready given
the command when they sensed hisdarm. They were better than the human nervous system, and
quicker.

Thiswas cdled 'giving 'em the legther' in Family lore, though of course nothing had been made of animdl
partswithin living memory and the ideawould have horrified any of the Families. Hislsaac Aspect
refused to confirm that any Bishops of ancient times had been animal-eaters. Toby suspected that Isaac
was concedling his own habits but did not pry. He had other things on hismind.

Theretreat did not make sense to him. Each Lanewas akind of space-time pocket. Apparently the
mechs had breached this one with magnetic pressures. In the long run they would work their way through
and kill whatever they found. There must be defences here but none seemed to work thistime.

That was the trouble with seeking shelter down here in the deep esty, he realised, so close to the black
holeitsdf. Timeran dowly here, which wasfine for storing things. Wamdey had mentioned that holding
the Galactic Library in close to time-stasi's meant that it decayed dower.

That aso meant that the mechs could St outside, in comparatively flat space-time, and patiently develop
their techtricks. People in the esty could not keep up. It was not a matter of intelligence, but of the ticking
of time.

Which meant that this particular Lane was probably doomed. It was huge, certainly. But now he could
see mech shapesflitting high in the vault above. When he had to cross atretch of flat land he glimpsed a
colossa battle up there, dl flash and dazzle. For amoment hefdt asif he were back on Snowglade, and
it brought a pang. Flat land gave the sky such a chanceto be anything it would. Here, distant lands



curved across. Far away, yes, but he still knew he was enclosed. Trapped.

He had fashioned ways to cut through the esty stuff before. If he could squeeze through amomentary
hole, he might passinto another Lane. Somewhere in here there were Bishops. He would not find themin
this Lane, he was pretty sure.

Hetried histricks, lasers and thumbers and the rest. They did not work. The esty-mass was impacted,
sometimes spongy, other times rock-hard. His Isaac Aspect popped up in hismind.

It isworth noting that stone, which you believe to be so firm, is like all matter a souffle of
empty space and furious probabilities.

"Shut up,” Toby muttered, and thrust the micro-Personadlity back in its cubbyhole. Y ou're nothing more
than achip haf the Sze of my bittiest fingernail .

| do concur that you should find a way through, however.

When the Aspect gave himirritating advice it often rushed to gpologise. Who wouldn't, when getting out
of its call depended entirely on Toby's good will?

Hefledinto hilly country. Thefighting kept onin the high vault. He could see the magnetic fidd linesnow;
hisinboard systems had picked up thetrick at the pyramid. The lines were splayed, jumbled, not the
orderly shapes of the Magnetic Mind.

Sometimes there came a sound like tearing the arms off a shirt. Timestone would flower forth. Clouds of
it rose like volcanic plumeslit from within by paefires. They dowly sank back. Theair rippled around
them and puckered so that Toby could glimpse for an instant different landscapes beyond: scooped
valeys, craggy mountains, murky chasms. Sometimes people moved across these passing scenes and he
once yelled to awoman who looked to be close. Then the smoky exploded timestone drifted back down
asif rgoining its naturd flowing place and she evaporated with asmall cry.

He met aband that was burying its dead. Humans, they looked to be. He could not understand aword
they said. Hisinboards couldn't recognise the lingo either.

The timestone here was scorching to the touch and glowed with ahdlish light. The heat brought lassitude,
but the dead bodies nearby gathered strength of a different sort, flavouring the air. Toby moved off.

The people did too, stopped and camped and cooked without fire somehow. He stayed with them
because it seemed safer, considering the diens he had seen. At least he knew something about people.

These feasted on the animalsthey could catch or kill. In the retreat there had been plenty to snare or
gtab. They ate dabs of meat and crammed it in with cups of stinging acohol. Toby waiched carefully,
fascinated and repulsed in equal measure.

Hetried to remain neutral. Other tribes, other Families, other customs. He had learned that much. He
saw that the meat-eaters grew tired asthey finished. Flesh, he knew, took longer to digest. The drinkers
got loaded, addled, atouch crazy. They were clumsier and sumbled easily.

A woman cameto himin the dark, after the timestone finally dimmed. He had been deeping soundly.
When he smdled her musk, ascent he knew well despite being in hisown mind gtill aboy, he felt what
she wanted. They spoke no words and he did aswell as he could. He fell adeep feding tired but
contented. In the morning she was gone and the rest of her people with her. So much for humans sticking
together here.



From long hours of watching the crashing cliffs, waiting his chance to pick away through, he grasped the
strange hard fact that much of what passed in hislife was forever beyond his understanding. He done
imposed meaning on hislife and often hefalled. Certainly he had failed at the pyramid.

Tolivewith that, the fact of incompleteness, wasto findly comprehend the place of humanity ina
universethat, far worse than being your enemy, was indifferent and unknowable.

THREE
Thelmpressed Man

Hewoke up at the next ‘waxing'. Nobody here used 'morning’ or 'sunset’ or any of the other words that
seemed automatic but didn't gpply anymore. The next time the light came was a ‘waxing' and they came
remarkably regularly between the ‘wanings, asif arranged.

Toby got up and was about to start eating when he saw aman lying face down in abig clearing below.
He went down to see. Up the dope came awoman, rosy-haired and face contorted. Her belly was
sticky red and pushed over to one side. Two other women wearing identica grey coveralswere helping
her up.

Toby offered to help. The wounded woman crossed her hands under her big bosom and he saw between
her fingers blood seeping. She shook her head and the grey overaled women did too, asif the wounded
onewas giving orders. They went on without aword.

In the clearing the man was face down in the middie of broken stubs of rock. A pae yelow gas billowed
out of aperfectly round hole afew steps from the man. As Toby approached he saw that the man had
not been very big but was now. He was smooth and intact and only a hand's width deep, flattened
uniformly.

Only atrickle of blood worked away from his shoulder and there was no other sign of damage to the
body. Toby touched the creamy skin. It was pebbled, asif small bubbles had formed beneath and could
not bresk through.

He ate breakfast with a passing group of thin-faced men and women who looked exactly dike. When
they had first caught sight of the man some had started to run away. Then they came back for some
reason and sat down and started chewing.

"Did you see him hit?" one of the women asked Toby. She spoke akind of danted tak that hisinboards
could trandate.

"Naysay. What doesthat?"

"A skimmer, wecdl it."

"Whet'sit look like?"

"Kind of burnt-brown lookin'. Comes aong about head-high off the ground.”
"Youseeit?'

"Fdtit. Like somebody ticklin' the balls of your feet."

Toby saw from their faces and the eager way they ate that there was an unspoken celebration. It wasn't
me. See? It wasn't me again.



Once he recognised the look in their faces he had to admit that he understood the feeling because he had
it too. Hie dead could not be recovered here. The technology wasn't available and by the time you got to
somebody who had been mashed flat by some force you couldn't even understand it was too late

anyway.

The dead he had seen were aready receding into dim images. They weren't him, and neither wasthis
squashed figure he had never known. It would be different if any were Bishops.

That was the way he got through this place. Pushing it back. Making it not-him. Not-me.

Thelittle breskfast group grinned nervoudy asthey talked. One fellow who had not run at the first sght
of the squashed man had a superior smirk, holding forth about how he had seen bodieslike that plenty of
times beforein away that made Toby pretty sure that he had not.

The woman said with assurance that if you didn't smell a skimmer you were safe. How she could know
this Toby did not bring up. She went rattling on about never smelling the one that would get you because
by the time your sensorium caught awhiff you were dam-dead anyway. It wasthe kind of guff he had
heard athousand times but he listened becauise sometimes people gave away information you could use,
unintentionaly of course,

Later he caught aquick, cutting fragrance and saw ahillside above him smply vanish. It happened fast
and he registered no noise. The hill vaporised, clouding the air with cottony filigree.

Hethought it was very pretty and apiece of it passing caught him intheleg. A clean dice. The piece did
not even stop.

The woman that morning had grinned and given him a'quick-lick’, which turned out to be avia of brown,
smart-amelling stuff. He could not drink it, even though he suspected it was intended to be quick liquor.
He did not much like what liquor did to people but it worked well on the cut. He watched more hillsides
bail off to take hismind off the ing.

Twice before the next waning he got hit. Just nicks, but they hurt and hisinboard systems had to adjust to
keep his sensorium tuned.

The quick-lick helped. He had learned not to worry much about the technology here so he just used it.
That fitted in fine with his new policy of not thinking. He used the quick-lick that way until by accident he
gpilled some and found that it ate away the deeve of hisshirt.

FOUR
Carrion

Carefully Toby looked out over the plain where heat made the air dance. He had learned alot and had
paid with only asmal wound in his sde and some cuts. A bargain, consdering. He knew now that when
hit in the butt or the fleshy thick of the thigh or the long taper of the calf, people could speak nobly and
clearly. They could even reach outside themselves and show real concern for nearby wounded, or even
for the worried faces of those gathered over them.

But if hit solidly, they withdrew. A solid shot to the belly, a snapped bone, lost control over arms or neck
and head — al common glancing wounds from mech disablers— and the wounded clutched themselves,
eyes boring into spaces others could not see.

The mech flying predators were the worst. For awhile Toby could not understand what theflitting small
formswere doing in the distance.



He saw first athin triangular wedge of black and white that skimmed near the ground. It settled ona
falen man'sleg and waddled up to hisface. Two tilted triangles working from ashared axis. Black
light-gathering panels hinged with white scanners, corded by wiry linkages.

Toby guessed that it was just curious but then it tilted its head down and pressed against the man's
forehead and he knew what it was doing. For afew hours before the man went to rot his self could be
extracted by using afast-flash.

Thewiry bird jockeyed over the dead face. Panels skated over his brow, seeking, reading. The man's
body jerked once when the flash-reading hit a motor-active centre. Then it lay <till and the flood of what
the man had been passad into the thing that sat on hisface.

Toby shot it with acurling lick of infrared. The bolt fried the unprotected solars. The black triangle
winked to brown. Still the scavenger took two teetering steps and flopped over onitsside.

Toby approached warily. He kicked it off the man and stepped on the white scanner panel. The thing
was aglinting intricacy, amarvel of compressed purpose, now smeared and crumpled. It snapped
satisyingly ashe dug hished intoits spine.

Whatever it had sucked out of this man and others was gone now. Gone for humans and mechs dike.
But at least thisman, still cooling in the mud, would not be resurrected as agrotesque toy.

Within an hour he saw arectangular sllhouette planing high up. It swung down the sky on adow glide.
Hefollowed it. There had been a series of deep whooms reverberating from adistant ridge. He had been
skirting around it, keeping in the twisted trees, but his hatred of the scavengers burned and would not let
him go.

This one was bigger, with a scrawny neck of cablesthat gyroed a seeking-paned head. It swooped safely
above, not committing itsalf. Toby got near and another whoom came. The shifting sheets above whedled
and then fdl likeawhigling projectile.

Thistimeit was awoman and she was not dead. Both her legslay loose, control cut. She saw the thing
land off balance. It looked around with darting crystal eyes and waddled toward her.

It was on her before Toby could get set. He watched from the trees and wanted to shoot it but could not
be sure that using the necessary power he would not hurt the woman or even kill her.

It teetered over her head. She must have aso had something wrong with her neck because she did not
turnto look at it. Instead he could fedl her sensorium shift to bunch against the thing but that did no good.
Her eyesrolled — panic or fear or derangement, Toby could not tell. She found some way then to move
and twigted, rolling over, away from the shuffling sheets.

She could have been trying to save her face somehow. Toby would never know because as shedid i,
flopping awkwardly face down, arms sprawling usdesdy, the mech fired a pulse.

It was like nothing he had ever seen on full-scope sensorium before, ajagged jab of red. It overloaded
his sensors so that they clicked shut. A sizzling, frying-fat throb — and the woman went limp.

The mech lifted itself onto her chest and turned an ingpecting head thisway and that, asif checking its
work. Job all done.

He had to wait for his sensorium to recover before he could use his weapons again. Seconds ticked by
on his lower-left eyeball clock.



It began to lift off with asoft whish of acceleration and Toby hit it then, sorry that he was so dow. This
time he caught the power panel, grey from the drain. The mech flapped and clattered to the ground.

Hewalked carefully to the woman's body. She looked peaceful, which he knew was an illusion but took
comfort from anyway. Blood ran out of both of her ears and matted her wavy brown hair. After awhile
to dry it looked pretty much like ordinary reddish, crusted mud.

FIVE
Cardsand Dodgers

The worgt was the woman with the baby. He saw it al because he had gone to amakeshift field station
to resupply some of hisinbody fluids. His wounds had used up the reservair.

The field station was set up by aFamily named Y ankee. There were plenty of wounded people there,
Families named Cardind and Dodger and people speaking in such a broken-jawed way Toby could not
make out atenth of what they said. But athin woman found him by using some kind of sensorium seeker.

"Bishop?'
"Yeasay. Youfrom— 7'
"There's another Bishop over here. Asking after kin."

Toby followed her into a section sheltered by atent roof. The flapsrattled in the wind. Therm bedswere
crowded together here and dl filled. He passed awoman lying under aquilt who was grunting and
shoving hard.

Next to her lay aman rolled over on his side with the covers drawn up around hishead. "Here," thethin
woman said and left him.

Toby touched the man and saw that it was his grandfather. Abraham's head stirred and he blinked up at
Toby. "I ... too late.”

"What's wrong? How — " Toby tore the covers back and Abraham's body was shrunken, pale, with
purple blotches al down both sides. He could see no wounds but the skin was diseased somehow.

"What did thisto you?'
"I ... running down."
"How'd you get here? Arethe others... "

Toby'svoicetrailed off as he saw the vacant despair in the face he had so often seen asflinty and
confident. He looked away.

"l ...nohepforme. | ..notred ... Abraham ... "
"What? Where are the others?'

"Not ... with ... "

Toby shouted to anurse, "This man needs treatment!”

The nurse came over and took asmall reading device out of his smock pocket and said nothing. He



turned Abraham's head and unlocked asmall square patch right above the spina column. With the reader
pressed againgt the open fleshmeta portal he thumbed in an inquiry and gpparently took the reply through
his sensorium. "Progressive. Can't stop deterioration like thiseven if | had the gear.”

Toby sad hotly, "What's 'progressve’ mean and why — "
"Thissacopy. They have abig error rate, most of ‘'em. Run down fast.”
Toby blinked. "But hésmy, my — "

"Don't wagte your timeonit."

Toby opened his mouth and said nothing. The Abraham lay like a puppet whose strings had been cut.
The eyesroved.

Toby caught the deeve of the nurse as the man turned away. "How can anybody make — that?"
"I heard theré's aplace kindanear. Not in this Lane but only one trangition away."

Toby breathed in little fast gasps and tried to think. "Why would anybody ... 7

"Easy way to get ajob done, if you got the tech.”

"What job?'

"AKit"

The nurse walked away impatiently. The woman next to Abraham was sill swesting and grunting but
nobody was paying any attention to her. Toby licked hislips and said to the man on the bed, "I ... you
were ... made?"

"Copy. To search ... for you." Theface of his grandfather looked back at him but the mouth was dack
and there was none of the sharpnessin the eyes.

"Who made you?'
"Re... sorer."

Toby remembered when he and his Family had entered the esty. A long time ago. They had gotteninto a
legd wrangle and Abraham had wanted to find out what happened to awoman they had read an
inscription about, on an ancient wall in aChanddier. She is as was and does as did. She might have
been in aplace they cdled the Restorer. If somehow that place had atemplate or something ...

Toby could not imagine how that was possible. When they were in open space aboard the Argo the
Magnetic Mind had spoken of Abraham, but where was he? Stored in avault?

"That place copied my grandfather into ... you?'
"l woke ... knowing some of his memories... my memories. To seek you. They told me... that.”

A pustule popped on the Abraham's shoulder. Toby watched something dark and dimy ooze out and
scorch the ghostly white skin. He could smell the acrid burnt flesh. The man did not react.

IIWMI
"Need you ... complete the triad.”



"Who made you?'

The eyes became velled. No answer. Toby could not tell if this man, thisthing, wastrying to lieto him or
wasjust stupefied. He grabbed the man and there was aripping sound as Toby pulled his head up from
the webbing that had been feeding him nutrients. "Who?"

"Humans™
"Which humans?'
"Humens™
"What Family?'
"Humens™

Toby let go of the usaless empty package. The man's head |olled and something went out in the eyes. For
an ingtant hefelt apang of remorse and then he told himsdlf that thiswas not his grandfather, had never
been.

The Abraham was unconscious. Toby studied the weathered face and as he watched it seemed to cave
in likeahouse burning fromtheingde.

He stepped back and butted into the nurse. There was ateam working on the woman now. The nurse
wasn't busy so Toby asked him, "How'd he come to be here?"

"Waked in. Guess| should've seen what it was. Been busy here."

"What's ... it ... got?"

"Systemic breakdown. Those copies never get the auto-immunesright.”

"How long did it live?'

"Monthsreal time, I'd guess. Could be weeks though."

Toby gazed blankly at the wrecked parody of his grandfather. "Did it know it was going to die?"
"Expect not. These things run with minimum memories usudly. Pointlessto put in detail work like that.”
"The Restorer can make a copy that's not the whole person?”

The nurse frowned a him. "Where you from?"

"Snowglade." Thisnurse was not adwarf like Wamdey but still was pretty short. Toby added, "A
planet.”

"l see. Look, don't let people hear you talk about making exact copies. That's not just contra, it's, well ...

"Immord?'
"Damn right. Maybe on this glade place you people do that, but not here."

"Wedon'tdoitat dl."



"My Fam doesn't either. I'm Sox."

"Sorry if | —"

"No mind it. Thisone— " the nurse waved a hand at the Abraham, "it's not a Restorer job anyway."
"Thenwho... 7'

"Looks mech to me. They're getting good lately.”

Toby watched the life drain out of Abraham and smelled the svampy air that came off it. While this had
been going on Toby had not heard the woman in the next bed. Now she began screaming. It was as bad
as anything he had ever heard on a battlefield. Not like the births he had seen at dl. He stood there while
the nurse and some others worked on the woman but he could not get his mind around the meaning of
the cooling thing in the bed. When he looked up the woman was quiet again but there was no other
sound in the room.

The nurse held doft abloody stump. It was plainly dead and plainly not even approximately human. In
the faces around her Toby saw the blank dismay and redlised that the damned endlesdy tinkering mechs
had done something to thiswoman, too.

He could guesswhat it was but he did not want to know for sure. He got out of there fast.

SIX
Thelncrediblein Concrete

Hetried again and again to get out of the Lane. Sithering sounds and hollow echoes boomed down from
the vault above and he knew the mechs were not far away. His sensorium was fitful since he had gotten
some help with it at thefield station. It rang with distant cals for help and he went on knowing that he
could do nothing.

He reached ariver and saw that it led down into abox canyon. He found some trees of akind he had
never seen before, diced them down and built araft out of bark. He cast off on it. Maybe the mechs
would not detect him so well on water, and anyway he could alwaystry to hide underwater. It was a
forlorn hope but he clung to it.

In the mist ahead he thought he saw people. Their skins were paper-white and wrinkled, flesh hanging
loosdly from thick muscles. All over their faces werellittle blisters tufted with black hair. Hewas sick then
but not because of the people — who were not there the next time he looked.

His stomach swerved. Nausea doubled him over, emptied his somach. Bile droplets hung near him, like
moonscircling.

That was how he knew that he wasfalling. Or that there was no gravitation here, which was somehow
the same thing, Quath had said.

To al sdesrose seep dliffs of timestone that worked furioudy with heat. Water gushed into steam.

Weight returned. The current dammed into him, cold and fast. He yelled angrily and it was not out of fear
but as a thin human gesture againgt the clasping strangeness. Echoes reflected. Paired echoes, onetinny
and one rumbling, and so strong that the last part of hiscall met the first part returning home, hollowed
out.



Then hewasweightlessagain.

Steam dl around. Silence. He shouted and could not hear himsdlf at al. The cottony air took everything
and gave nothing back.

Therewas athin chain to thinking, he redlised, which began with seeing something noticeable, which in
time made you see something that wasn't apparent, which finaly made you see something that wasn't
even visble— if you were doing it right. That was how hefet and then saw what he wasin. A framed
glow ahead showed him that he and ariver were emerging from the ground, mysterious and whole.

A new esty Lane? He heard voicesin the captured river as heleft it. They were different from the
babbling musics of the bright river ahead. Againg acurved diff theriver engaged in muttered
profundities, circling back on itsalf now and then to say things over, being sure that it had understood
itsdf.

He could not breathe. Did not want to. The river ahead was bright and airy and a chatterbox,
overfriendly, bowing to both shores with white froth so that neither would feel neglected.

Thewater turned to jelly and then to aliquid glass, imponderably dow. Hetapped againgt it. A pane
tumbled away and shattered. In itsimpact shards of dead moments blistered up and shouted. Popped
into tiny droplets. Fdl rattling to the ground. Rose up in dying amber flames.

He stepped over these and walked into anew Lane.

Moist crackling whipped his hair. His sickness ebbed into amere sour somach. Sensationsirked his
skin. Theriver that had been akind of congedled air eased out of hislungs.

He dept along time and when he awoke tried to figure out how he had lived.

Events had amotive force that collided with other intersecting events, dl outside human imagination or
gpprehension. To get through such times, when causes seemed to fall from agreat height upon him, he
learned to Stay fixed, keep even and steady with the swift course of the unimaginable dipping by him. He
followed moment to moment, led by impossibility. One foot forward, then another, cautious and
unwitting.

Things happened and he felt them happening, but outside that onrushing fact he had no link with them, no
key to the cause or meaning. Maybe they had none. Maybe here such ideas themsalves had no meaning.
They were human notions after dl. Though this place held humansit was not of them.

The esty did not fit their primate-shaped way of seeing the world — of that he was sure. Those who have
been through such blindsiding events, he thought, had made a passage outside of imagination, but within
therange of experience. Theincrediblein concrete. They could not get their minds around what had
happened to them.

Maybe the only other thing like that was desth, suredesth, the last thing experienced and never
understood.

A Tapestry of Thought

The human proved to be most surprising when taken apart. They held it aoft. It squirmed. Thetwo
intelligences regarded it digtantly, reading its shimmering dectrica patternsfirst.

Such agitation. Yet witness, the connectionsin its head cycle only a few hundred voltage steps per



second.

So dow! And they Hill can register redtime events. It does surprisingly well with such an affliction.
Notice how it looks around so energetically.

Perhaps it had difficulty adapting to this position? We are suspending it upside down.

It thrashes its head around because its eyes are all on one side of the head. So much energy, just to see.
A curious choice of construction.

Look! It isusing pattern matching to scan its surroundings. It makes a standard picture. Odd!

| can measure the data-flow. The brain processor is strongly linked to the eyes, so several timesin each
second it compareswhat it is seeing with a standard image it remembers.

If I move quickly — yes, see? It picks the best matching pattern, estimates possible danger. That
tellsit what response-script to follow.

How governed it isby past experience! It kegpstwitching asthough it could get away.

Apparently in the past it did escape that way. Look at all the bone and muscle devoted to
locomation. Isit used to being picked up and dangled?

No— s0it redoublesits effort if the Stuation isunusud. | register high chemical levels squirting into the
bloodstream. See, they affect brain performance.

More programming fromits past. It seems to want to run away.

Itslegs certainly do.

Here, | will put it rightside up.

Confirmed! It triesto run.

Sow learner. It cannot outrun us.

But that must have worked for it in the past, you see. It has no other immediate strategy.

No wonder. Gaze upon the neural firingsin the upper brain. (Curious, putting all the most
important networks on top, where impact will most likely injure them.)

Such dow circuits! Artful patterns, though. It islearning only afew data-droplets per second. Only 10in
oneof itsyeard

So it simply cannot reason out a fresh strategy for dealing with usin short times. It lacks the
computational speed.

Now it wavesitsarms.

Nonrandom, though. Smple symbols, | suspect.
That shows forward-seeing, adaptive behaviour.
Of a very simple sort.

Promising. Itsbrain is made of organic compounds entirely. So-called ‘Natura' devel opment.



'‘Primitive’ is a better word. Notice how abstracting functions, which must have evolved later, are
simply layered over the older areasin the brain.

Theentire brain desgn isretrofitted! Surdly thisthing isnot truly conscious.
Definitely not. It knows very little of what goes on in its mind.
Watch the flashing patterns. It senses only what occursin the very topmost layer of itsbrain.

All the rest must be a mystery to it. See, down below it is digesting some crude chemical food —
but does not think about the act at all.

It does not even know that it is mixing acids and massaging the bolus.

Trace this spray of winking light in the head.

Neuronsfiring. It isframing anew idea

| see. Down below, in the under-brain, now coming up to its limited awareness.
Now the idea erupts into the over-brain. Spreads. Pretty, in away.

That is how ideas cometo it? A surprise.

Whereasto us, it ismore like fog condensing.

How confusing, to never know what is going on inside your self.

They speak the same way. Series of sounds emitted acoudticaly, without their knowing what they will
sy.

They find out what they think by speaking?

Accessitsacoudtic emissiond! It is stringing together bursts— 'words — to dedl with us.
What a long word thisis.

That isascream, actualy.

Meanwhile | see below its top-brain the motor muscle commands are — caution!
There! | caught the weapon. A smple chemica-discharge type. Amusing, the presumption.

Retain it for inspection. The creature became very excited — see the gaudy streamers of
thought-webs!

Nearly all below the overbraln, so it does not truly know that it isfeding them. Y et the thoughts cause
organsto squirt chemicasinto the blood. What a curious way of taking to yoursdf. Not sensing it
directly.

Or contralling it.
It il wrigglesin our grasp. What dow neurong!

This poor thing has been hampered all through its evolution by these pitifully torpid synapses.
They are a million times slower than ours!



But beautiful, in their sereneway.

Do not try to manufacture beauty out of mere necessity.

This design was necessary?

Clearly these sluggish neurons forced such creaturesto use paralld distributed processing.
How horrible.

Seeit dance! Isthat ‘anger'?

Apparently. Their literature speaks of such aresponse. They do it often. See, ‘anger' is coded much like
those orange-white filigrees now spreading through its midbrain.

Smilar patterns, | see. Confirmation —they run in parallel.

Watch it try to have anew ideal See, they decide what to think by adding up many thousands of brain
cdl triggers. And those same brain cells are at the same timetied up in other parallel problems.

See, while it believesit is thinking about getting away from us —

Yes — asmadl submind is meditating upon a sexua adventureit had, quite sometime ago. And the
submind enjoysitsrecalings.

What pleasure-fiendsthey are.
| wonder that they can get anything done at dl.

They do everything at once, that istheir secret. The same brain cell can be idea-making and at the
same time, helping it digest food. How difficult!

Meanwhile, other decisons aretrying to get made. They havetowait inline!
All with the same cells, tied together.

Incredible!

| am amazed that the tiny thing can concurrently walk and talk.
Smultaneoudy, yes— but not very well.

So ungainly! Even a sentimentalist like you will have to admit that

True. Delicate neurd circuits atop the head. Feet go forward, it sartsto fal, then caichesitsaf with the
other foot. What if it did not?

Then head on the floor!

What amovement strategy.

Arisky one. Most sensible animals use four feet. We, of course, employ six.
Notice how afraid it isof faling. It devotes much brain space to avoiding that.

| believe | understand this curious method of parallel distributed thinking. Notice that when a



brain cell dies— seethere, a feeble light just winked out —their internal computation still goes
on.

You areright! See, thisanger-reflex isfading, turning blue, seeping down into the circuits which control
itsdigestion. A cell dies, but the pattern-flow continues. So the creatureis usefully redundant.

But it also does not know it islosing brain cells.

No point in that, | suppose. This unfortunate being cannot replace the cells anyway. Poor design.
This parallé thinking masks so much and — ook out!

They are quick at somethings. Itsarmoured feet are powerful.

Are you damaged?

Only temporarily. My inboards will refashion a patch of my carapace.

Actual physical damage! How quaint. | have never seen it before.

Apparently they cannot directly attack our circuits.

| doubt that they can even read us.

Look how frustration-webs spread through it. Down to the very base of the brain.
Dramatic! Frustration seizes the entire brain, so that it cannot think of anything else.
And other parts of its brain do not know how the decision was made to be frustrated.

| gather that most of its brain has no choice but to go along.

It livesthat way al thetime?

Apparently Torn by emotion.

Most of what it decides, the rest of it cannot know! Emotions must appear to govern its actions without
obvious cause. Oh, look —

Ah! It injures me, too.

| shll saizeit afresh.

Thanks be to you. It ripped away my microwave antenna.

| should have detected its plans.

How could you? It did not know itself until a fractional moment ago.

| am beginning to understand the data files we captured. The term ‘free will' must refer to this method of
thinking.

You mean, when they do not grasp themselves the reasons for their own actions?

That must beit. Thislittle thing believesit has an inner self which directsits actions— aruler it cannot see
directly.



No, | believeit thinksthat it istheruler.
Of course, you areright. But it cannot govern itself. See, its frustration-web spreads anew.

And it cannot choose to stop the spreading. Or the chemicals that the web makes spurt into the
body.

| doubt that we should regard such an odd construction astruly conscious.
You mean they do not even know why we are destroying them?
No doubt they have atheory. Probably that evolution makes al life compete for resources.

Thereis some small truth in that. We machines need mass and energy. But we avoid frothy
organic life-forms such asthis creature.

Indeed. Poor company at best.

They are so liquid, and shot through with desires.

Far down in this one, a subprogram keeps thinking of reproduction .
They embrace the process. They plessureiniit.

Evolution programsthemto.

But such strategies designed for living on planetary surfaces do not work in the long run. They
will outstrip their resources.

Nature compensates. Thistilt-walker vertebrate has a very short life span.
So that is why they struggle so!

True, they havelittleto lose. They will be dead soon anyway.

Now | see why you wanted to study these. What a fate they face!
Seetheir dilemma?

If they cannot read themselves, to themselves ...

They cannot copy themselves.

This creature istrapped forever within a single brain.

No copying, if thisunit runs down.

Soif thisone —oh!

Irksome, no? Here, | condirain it further.

Biii.

Pesky —

Lock-web it!



Didit painyou?

Momentarily. | have blocked that area now. What a vicious little thing.

They gain their fervour from their mortdity.

Because they cannot self-copy?

Itistheway of dl flesh.

Death makes them hurt others?

Y ou missapoint. To avoid desth they do what they must.

They cannot fabricate backups. | wonder what it isto live that way. To ... die that way.
Since they cannot read their internal states, to save themsalves they must therefore save their structure.
All of it? AH these messy chemicals held together by carbon and calcium?

At least the head. They may be fond of the rest aswell.

They salvageit all because they know only 'Thisis Jocelyn'?

‘Jocdyn'?

The name of this mite. Since they cannot directly read each other, either, they need tags.
Oneword to describe asalf?

Incredible, yes.

How do they converse, then?

Watch it — the creature has fashioned a fresh weapon.

Ah! It burned my receptors down one whole side. Get it!

So fast, itis.

Evenitsacoudtic criesinjure. So loud, it is.

Augh!

Evolution has much to answer for.

Get it. Are you damaged further?

| will haveto get outside service.

| can see your damage from here. Vexing.

Troublesome. And with these jobs, it is not the parts, it isthe labour.

It still emits acoustically. Painfully.

And pitifully narrow-band.



Listen —bleeps and jots in acoustic wave packets. Cries for help?
The song of the genes.

You wax rhapsodic over these crude blurts?

Listen! Serid confabulation — o0 strange.

S0 coarse.

We know that thinking must be serial. But — connection? Serially?

Obviously they have that backward aswell. Their talk is serial, their thinking parallel. Natureisa
witless inventor.

Listen: their codes are so linear. Straight little sentences. Guildess.

So free of nuance. Where isthe crosstalk all intelligence requires?

Thismust make them grasp their world in afashion utterly different from ours.

| have read a slab of perception fromit, rather interesting. Catch this data-group:

Received, digested. They &t least clagp visua picturesin pardld, | see. But what acurious, stunted view.
Exactly. They seein a narrow little region of the electromagnetic.

A sgueezed single octave in the optical range.

They were designed by chance for a specific environment and cannot escape from that
programming.

Surely alittle tinkering? Look how it prowls the confines we have set for it. Impatient to get out. Its
neurons flare with plans, idess, fitful flashesthat come and go like wesgther.

And about as predictable. No, | fear they cannot be re-engineered. Too clumsy.
Y ou are biased againgt them because they carry their complete ingtructions with them.

Well, you must admit that is a conspicuously dangerous strategy. Mor e pointless redundancy like
their thinking patterns.

Inevery cdl they hold aset of their individua design plans. So from any onetiny fragment —

Yes yes, you could rebuild them. But equally well, that copy can be damaged by its surroundings.
Then you would copy a mistake.

Admittedly, aflaw. | am happy my own copy is safely stored, not dangling out herein the fearsome
naturanessof itdl.

Here, grasp the creature again.
Ah! It struggles so.

Mortality lends energy, | suppose. Here—adlice.



Tubes, motors, pumps— al squeezed together.

Piled on top of each other.

Every one different shapes and sizes. No common specifications. How difficult they must beto repair.
| doubt that they do it often. Probably evolution prefers to build another one instead.
Anh, their reproduction obsession. They use the plansthey carry around in every cell.
Growing a fresh copy, perhaps whenever they feel threatened?

They make asmall one and then it enlarges from theinsde out.

Like plants.

True, but alittle smarter.

"Growing." It must feel like bursting open.

Do you suppose? How ... horrible.

| wonder if we could experienceit. That would be a new stimulation.

So would it be to comprehend this odd kind of stunted consciousness they employ. Can it be better to
keep part of yoursdlf secret from another part?

Certainly that would make even thinking exciting. One would never know what one would
discover next, even about oneself.

Do you suppose that is how they have done so well, despite such terrible limitations?
You mean, that our exposure of every thought to scrutiny is bad?

Could it be? These creatures seem too inventive, cregtive. ...

That would imply that our method of selfhood itself ...

Evaporates the fine-grained delicacy of anew concept, beneath a constant, lacerating inspection? ... That
could be why we have fresh thoughts so rarely.

| find my own tapestry of thought quite lacy enough.
Asdo . But not thisfal-walker, | suspect.

Foolishness. That would imply that such creatures would be inherently capable of more subtle
strategies than we.

Look. It isbeckoning usto draw nearer.
Careful. We have partially disassembled it Primitives tend to dislike such activity.

| think discourse with such an enchantingly primitive and svampy mind would be a boon. We could copy
its colloquy and transmit to the multitude, who would be —

Augh!



Ahl

Pain, pain.

| must shut down my peripherds—

So much ...

Damage, | aninjured everywhere.

It was...

... atrap. All dong.

You are mobile?

| fear not.

| have lost many endpoints.

| too.

What could motivate such a tiny being to destroy itself, all to render damage to us?
Something you sad ... earlier.

| saw no clueto this.

Short life span. That iswhy ... they struggle so.

And would cancel themselves entirely to do us harm? When we shall simply live onin our archive
copies?

Something about this species ...

They believe in something beyond selfhood?
And we, who have copies safely stored, do not.
If we cannot soon get aid —

Our copieswill be activated.

| suppose that is some consolation.

Thelittle creature did not have even that.
Perhaps it had something more?

What could that be? What could that be?

Besde them lay the finespun latticework of calcium rodsthat had been arib cage. They sprawled amid
mest and mess.

The shattered creature seemed to still embody a secret the dying aien struggled to grasp.

Structures unravelled. Currents ran down.



On the barren plain only asingle plaintive voice now caled.

What could that be? What could that be?

PART FOUR
Sense of Sdf
Nature does not err, for she makes no statements.
— Bertrand Rusl|
ONE

Melted Portals

He crawled down amuddy dope and hoped that he would not stand out against the thermal background.
The ar wasthick and moist and that was of some help. Maybe.

Killeen thought again about the fact that he had been running away from ruined citiesmost of hislife.

Retresting from the burned and smashed ruins of the Citadel — yeasay, that he remembered sharply.
That day seemed to lie far down a corridor of ruin and destruction stretching back longer than any man
could live. To him came the names of favourite places where he had played asaboy and learned asa
man: The Broadsward, Green Market, the Three Ladies Rest. All that remained of them now were the
jagged teeth of broken wals, whistling in cold winds.

Thistime was no different. The mechs had ripped the portd city apart the way a seamstress would tear
the arms off adress— professionally, swift and sure.

— Cermo! — he sent on low comm.
No answer. Probably smart not to answer, anyway.

The mechswho came spilling through the porta were like nothing Killeen had ever seen before and they
could do alot of deadly things. He had no idea how they had shut down al the Bishops circuitry. Then
the control lifted and somebody lost and confused was babbling on al bands, panicked. A flash
condensed out of the air quick as agasp and that Bishop was dead.

Killeen reached conced ment under some widespread fronds. The trees here were like none he had ever
seen on Snowglade. They angled their broad shelvesin the direction of the bright timestone. When one
areafaded the trees turned their attention to the next radiant patch. They moved like great wise crestures
with many hands, pams cupped up to the shining.

Hewormed hisway under them and in time over alow saddle-back. Here he could get alook back at
the vast complex where the Bishops had entered the esty.

He edged up over arock rim. Through long years on the run he had learned to never expose himsdlf to
detection. Not if he could wait it out and let the enemy move away. But he had to find Bishops. Nobody
elsewould pull the Family back together. Jocelyn and Cermo were good under-officers but they would
gpend their timetrying to find him.

He bobbed his head up over the rim and quick-tapped his right incisor twice and ducked back down.
That froze theimage on hisretina so he had time to study it.



The portal complex was bigger than any construction he had ever seen, except the ruin of aChandelier. It
worked in intricate fashion, amazing the Bishops, but it had blown to splinters when the mechs erupted
into it. Now the remaining hexagonad meatrices were liquefying. Their huge dab walls bubbled and did and
fumed a brown vapour.

He watched the gill image but no Bishop telltales throbbed in it. Then he heard anoise.
Herolled left and sent an interrogating pul se toward the sound.

"Ah!" A thincry.

He brought a bolt antenna around on the cry and saw that it was Andro. "Damn! That hurt!™

"You'relucky youredive. | couldvejust fired." "That was an inquiry? It might have killed my inboards."
"You'retoo flimsy," Killeen said, scanning the territory behind Argo. Coming up behind approaching
humans was an old mech trick.

"Lesscircuitry for mechsto sniff." Killeen looked at the scrawny man. Andro was nearly naked and
without visble augmentations. "No weapons ether, lookslike."

"I'm alega man, not abone crusher.” "Try using your laws here. Or collecting atax.” "Y our bang-bang
didn't cut thick air back there either.” They wereimmediately back on the same tack as before, Killeen
noted abstractly. Because they couldn't talk right away about what had happened. "Have you seen any of

my people?’
"Thought | did" "Hurt?"

"Running. Y ou ground-pounders sure make big targets.” "I haven't noticed your people doing so well."
Andro nodded soberly. "Dunno where I'll find my woman. My son, he skated for Thermograd two days
ago, so | suppose heisclear.”

"Isthat aportal place? Likeyour city?' Andro blinked. "Uh. | see

Killeen bobbed his head over therim again and sat grimly watching the result. The city had did into dag.
Andro was an irritating little man but there was no point in saying the obvious. Mechswould probably hit
as many portalsinto the esty asthey could. They were systematic. When they had decided to destroy
Citadd Bishop they attacked the other Families, too. Thermograd would be no different.

"Let'smove. | haveto find my Family."

Andro made to stand up and look over the rim and Killeen put ahand on his shoulder. "No point.”
"l want onelast look."

"I'm shielded. You aren't.”

"Y our techistrivid compared with theirs."

"Sure. But only children take risksthey don't haveto. If amech seesyou —"

Andro dipped away and scrambled up the dope. He was quick about looking and Killeen let him go
rather than drag him back. When the man came back down the expression on hisface told Killeen that
he would be dl right now. Andro was from a different kind of people but he knew that you had to closea
door on somethingsand just walk away.



"Let'sgo,” Andro said.

"Moving draws attention.”

"| doubt it makes adifferenceto thiskind."
"Y ou know much about them?"

"We have someintelligence estimates. Data down the timeline from outsde. We're further up the ety
gradient, so we are closer to their tech developments.”

Killeen knew that somehow the Argo had entered this esty thing on atwisty course through the Far
Black — by which the locas meant the region swirling around the fat-bellied middle of the Eater itsdlf.
And portal citiesran dower than time outside, in ordinary 'flat’ space-time. Places further ingde the esty
from the portalsran dower still — only ‘inside wasn't the right word, for some reason of geometry he
could not grasp. 'Neighbouring' was closer to the truth.

Killeen stopped checking hisgear. " Can you sniff them?'
"Sometimes. Mogt of the mechs went on farther into the esty, once they'd dumped the coze on us."

"l saw it hit some people.” They had turned to sulphurous liquid while he watched and did nothing. "Just a
drop or s0."

Killeen finished hisinventory and wondered what to do with this man. He had ordered dl Bishopsinto
field gear theingtant Andro told him that they were picking up mech emissonsfrom the Far Black
beyond the porta. Due to time dilation effects, that was as much warning asthey got, though by physica
ca culation the mechs would have to spird in dong atortured path in the Eater's ergosphere. That tangled
descent compressed to barely an hour of locd esty time.

Killeen was Cap'n of the Bishops but by age-old custom he hauled gear just like anyone. Backpacked on
his lower spine were the topo and mapping system he had worn back on Snowglade. Family lore had it
that the topo man wasthefirst to fry. Hunter mechs — Lancers, Hawks, Réttlers, Stalkers, Vipers—
bounced their low hooting voices off the topo register. Then they backtracked on him and dithered in
electromagnetic finger knives.

"These mechs, they're different,” Killeen said, reflecting.
Andro nodded. "A new species.”

Killeen set his shank compressors. Like dmost al Bishop gear they were shaped from the most pliant
kind of mech-metd. Bishop artisans had lost their independence from mechtech generations ago. He had
entertained the notion of adding to hisgear in the porta city but was glad now that he had not bought any
of the double-walled helmets or hip shocks.

"Y ou should have better stuff,” Andro said, studying him.

"Load up and you'll just throw it away in the field. Speed's your best defence.”
"We're not making any speed stting here.”

"You got alot of opinionsfor adesk commander.”

"I've seen you Hunker Down types come and go."



"Bishopsaredifferent.”

Andro sobered immediately, hisface bleak and drawn. "That's what we learned at the Replicator. Those
Legacies of yours— who would've guessed?

"l cantsay | followed it dl," Killeen said guardedly. In fact he wanted to seeif Andro would give
anything away. The little man now barely came up to Killeen's belt. Maybe bulk alone would impress
him.

Andro smiled wearily. "C'mon, I'm not hiding anything.”
"Weve got to find Toby and Abraham, | got that."

"The 'Way of Three,' wasn't that the phrase? Imagine, putting amessage in so deep it can't expressitself
overtly in just one copy of the code. I'd have thought the genotypic — "

HereKilleen logt track utterly of the man'sjargon. Biologica information came so fast and casudly that
his head swam. It was enough to fathom that people carried their genetic information in double helices,
without layering that fact with dabs of meaninglesswords.

Pictures, that was how Killeen thought. Words were just waysto fool people, more often than not.

TWO
A Fog of Flies

They decided to move. For shelter they used high arching treesthat led in a curving arc up toward the
distant esty walls above. Thetreeswere billowy and tal and Killeen doubted that they truly gave much
cover. They went dowly and the light was fitful and it was along time before they came to the smdll
pyramid.

Killeen looked at it and felt both dismay and asad pride. "Thisis... wonderful.”

Andro walked around the crudely shaped four-sided stack of stones, twice astdl asKilleen. "Pretty
primitive"

"It'sours.

"Snowglade Families? They took thetimeto build this?’

"It'sfor our suredead.”

"Huh?They're buried in here?'

"It'sour old way. Mechs don't take the trouble to pull apart rock like this.”
"Y ou had some sort of code with them?'

Killeen walked around the rough sides. He could see where rocks had been hastily wedged into place.
"Therewas atime, 'way back. We had akind of understanding with the mechs. We didn't scavenge too
much and they let us done. They were busy with other things, something about herding pulsars.”

"But it did not last.”

"Naysay. My father Abraham said that truces with them never did, redly.”



Andro's mouth curved in perplexed disbelief. ™Y ou ground-pounder types had it easy. We never got a
break from mechs, ever. They kept trying to punch through, to find the Library or some damn thing."

Suit cowlings and persond gear were piled a short distance from the pyramid. Another Snowglade
tradition. It said to passing mechsthat they need not scavenge the pyramid for scrap; here it was, now go
away. Reluctantly Killeen poked through them, dreading what he would find.

A faint, buried image came drifting to mind. From his Arthur Aspect ...

A far grander pyramid danting up from tawny sands, its point thrusting at a pale scrubbed sky. It dwarfed
the puny humans peering up at it. They were smdler than the carved stone blocks that built the enormous
steps, agiant's stairway leading to the sky so blue it seemed solid.

The image wavered before him, floating up unbidden from Arthur's deep historicd storage. Old Earth,
came awhisper. The vison faded. It had made him pause with its mgestic, silent, and eternal rebuke of
the mortaity that had struck down even the best, since time immemorid.

His hands scrabbling in the scrap found something and jerked him out of hismusing. "Jocelyn!™ he cried.
Andro came over. "Somebody you know?"

"My ... under-officer."

"l remember her. Damn.”

Again Killeen felt the sensation that had marked hislife so often — that in the face of flat facts there was
nothing to say. Theworld waslike thisand talk could not changeit.

Jocelyn's burnt-blue ankle bracel et hung on her leg shanks. Therewasasmal triangular holein the shank
and blood on theinside. Killeen took the bracel et and remembered how he had once long ago made love
to her, asmplething in an open field while they were on the run. He walked away wearing the bracel et
and for awhile did not answer any of Andro's questions.

He estimated which way his Bishops might have gone and went that way. Andro had trouble keeping up
and Killeen became restive a the delay. At one point Killeen thought he heard traceries of Bishop talk,
but they faded. Andro seized the opportunity to argue for a path through some wrenching timestone.
Killeen went dong with the man mostly because he was spiraling into agrowing sense of futility. He hed
lost his Family and didn't know whereto turn.

There were plenty of bodiesin the fields and among the strange trees. Back in the portd city, at their
Restorer, he had learned of mech diseases targeted on humans. And here they were.

Boilsthat shined tight and purple. They burrowed into yiel ding flesh and made sores that doughed and
bled foul and yellow. Bodies attended by afog of flies.

And who carried those from Old Earth? he wondered. He saw no reason for peopleto bring a
pestilence like insects to this fresh new place. Life required balance, he knew that as an act of faith, but
sometimes it was hard to accept theimplications.

Only later did herecall that to mechs, Bishops were a pestilence.

One woman lay streaked with arash grey as ashes. Oily pus deeked her skin. Whirlpoolsin it squeezed
down as he watched. They spooled wetly shut like eyes when he moved. Her head was splitting openin
leaves, as though someone had been browsing through her and had | eft, leaving the book open.



Exfoliating, the sheets of brain curled back and made him think of the limestone, like petds of agrey
diff-flower.

"They would work uswoe," Andro said.
They marched on quickly, fearing contagion.

A haze came and Killeen went into it, hismind still on the bodies behind. At least they had not been
Bishops.

In the mist they passed through averge of dizzying forces. It was atrangtion, Andro explained. A kind of
dipping downhill in an esty gradient. Near the portd cities were tricky manifolds where 'indeterminate
geometries formed and merged.

"Y ou can think of it aslike doorways opening and damming shut,” Andro said.
"Where doesthisend?'
"It doesn't."

Killeen knew when he was being patronised but he was too busy being sick to mind. The stretching and
reforming of the esty meant torturing gravities, swerving accelerations, tidal tensonsthat jerked hisarms
and legsin opposite directions and popped his shoulders until he thought he would rip apart.

Andro took it with irritating calm. The little man remarked on the curvature of the ety and how a
cockroach could crawl over afresh-picked apple without ever knowing that it wastravelling on acurve
until it passed the same stem afew times and got the idea. Its world was curved and finite but had no
boundary, no wall. Apple everywhere, without end. A savvy cockroach would stop trying to escape the
gpple after awhile.

Killeen wasfedling somewhat cockroachy at the time, bent over with nauseaasthey fdl in apearly fog.
They had entered it without his quite noticing how and his sensorium gave him no bearings. His Aspects
chattered at him with useless advice. He shut them up to be miserable on his own.

In the churning mist hollow rasps buffeted them. He tasted afiery wetness. Andro was saying something
about the esty being designed so that even the flux points where curvature changed rapidly were not too
strong. That seemed to mean that the stresses would not actualy rip an arm out of its socket, though they
might come close. At thetime hewas grateful for any reassurance.

They did not so much fall asthey popped out. Into — a swamp. Killeen splashed and flailed to keep
from sprawling face down in the rank mud. He staggered to ahummock of blue-green grass.

"Damn!" he called hoarsdly to Andro, who was struggling up from the muck. "How comewe—"

The blue-green grass had aready looped around one leg and was inching up his other. Killeen fought his
way off the hummock and onto a spit of dry land, where Andro dready sat resting. "1, I, how'd we get
here?'

"It'sstochadtic,” Andro said. "No oneto blame, redly."”
"Stow what?'
"Chacatic, toyou."

Killeen's Arthur Aspect put in,



The shifting esty coordinates are completely governed by the classical Einstein field equations,
of course, in the strong field limit. But even completely determined relations will yield
unpredictable outcomes, if they run long enough.

Killeen shoved the Aspect back into its niche. This esty thing was beyond Arthur's experience, but
Aspectsyearned to get out of their confinement loops, so they spoke up at every opportunity. Sometimes
it waslike running a classroom of bright but too energetic children, their hands always raised with some
smartass answer. "' So you dunno where we are?!

"Sdfer, I'll bet. That'swhy | wanted to go through that timestone.”
"Y ou knew it would work?'

Andro touched hisnose. "Smdled right.”

"Y ou've got atech tdlls you when timestone opens?”

"No, intuition. Let the ol' subconscious do the work."

"Um. Mechs might've come thisway, too."

"I'd rather play the odds— "

Andro leaped up asif hearing something — and sprawled into the mud. He surfaced and whispered,
"They're here— mech Sgnas.”

Killeen had heard nothing. He turned very carefully. Treeslike bals of fluff siwvayed and bresthed soft
mutters above.

Killeen's nerveswere jumpy. With al he had learned a the Restorer, with al the ungainly, blood-rich
tapestry of human history he now carried as an unwelcome weight, trudging through muck was just about
what he expected. That was what humanity had been doing for an ageless, painful time.

He caught awhisper of scrambled, spiky cues. He knew from field experience that these came when you
were in the secondary emission lobe. Sideways angling wavesinterfered with each other to form small,
fast-moving peaks. Abraham had explained it to him once. It was afacet of physics, atelltale nobody
who used waves could avoid. Particleswere tight and waves spread out, and in their spreading left clues.

Skreeeeecee —
Close. He dogged up onto rocky ground. A vacant plain beyond.

That meant nothing. The Mantis had been invisible to his sensorium and there were higher forms here,
had to be.

"What do you think it is?" Andro asked from behind.
"Quiet."
Mechs hardly ever used crude acoustic sensors, but you never knew.

They moved around the edge of the plain for awhile but nothing came of it. A gully ran into the swvamp
and Killeen headed up it. They came to awide depression. Both stopped. Killeen's bresth came faster as
he watched the pile hegped into the bowl below.



"God ... what did they ... " Andro backed away from the sight.
"Something got them.”

Thistime the dead were not human but the effect was chilling anyway. The piles of skeletd, greasy, mech
carcasses were immense. Every kind Killeen had ever seen was here, steel and carbon-fiber, globular
and angled, huge and tiny. Some had smashed themselves against each other and spilled out their
elegantly machined guts. Their arrogant angles and ribbed solidity had struck fear into Killeen moretimes
than he could ever recall. Now they seemed empty gestures. In stillness they were just assemblies of
parts. Fodder for mech scavengers now, abow! of the rusting, unresisting dead.

"What could do this?

Killeen shook hishead. The Cap'n who had taught him so much, Fanny, had dways said, Savvy the
mechthink before it sawies you. The crammed-together mech cadavers were here like some sort of
lesson, but ... what kind?"Damn awful, al | can say.”

"I never heard ... " Andro gulped. He wastiring out.
The gully was deep here. Steep-sided, like aravine.

Killeen started scrabbling up out of it and Andro followed and that was when he caught the side lobes
agan.

He quick-tapped hisleft molarsto bring up the redsin hisvision. Blueswashed awvay and he saw inthe
far infrared a glowing, rumpled land seething with liquid fire. The esty roof above faded to ablank white
and across the jutting ramparts of timestone swept crimson tides of temperature.

He held steady 0 his periphs could come up. Searching, searching.

He went to fagt-flick. Something swayed among sheets of wintry-grey light to the left. Something gangly
and arabesgued with worms. Traceries danced in filmy air. The flegting image merged with rock and was
gone and then swam up out of the date-black vegetation farther away. For shaved seconds he could see
it and then not. The thing was responding to his sysemswith afaseimage it projected to match its
background asit moved. Tubular legsand along flat cowled head and prickly antennas swivelling.

"What do you see?" Andro asked.
Killeen opened his mouth to tell him to shut up.

Something poked aholein his eye and dove through.

THREE
The Pleasur e Plague

The Mantiswas larger thistime.
He had been here before. On theidand of undulating sand that floated impossibly on ablue sea.

Killeen had never seen abody of water bigger than asmdly, dying pond. He knew the seaonly from his
immersion in the Mantisitself. The thing had caught him years before on Snowglade and tucked hismind
into the larger canvas of its own, amogt as an afterthought.

The boneyard of human skulls was there too and he walked over it thistime. It crunched beneath his



boots.
When he did that the ground buckled for just aflashing moment. Then it went solid again.

And Andro was suddenly there and somehow they were both walking across the unending sand idand
and trying to reach the sea. Y et Killeen fdt himself till scrambling up the steep clay gully sde and Andro
panting behind him. Hisarms and legs did not stop their working. Part of him was dtill therein the gully
and another was here with a sadness and aleaden certainty that thistime he would diein the Mantis grip.

I hope my lesson was clear. |

The Mantis dry rattle boomed, resounding in his mind as acoustics never could.

"We're not quite as dow as you think, y'know."

I have aways savoured your humour, holding forth in even the most difficult of circumstances. |

He could not seeit; humans seldom did. It could be within arm's reach or dispersed in a planet-sized net.
Or both.

Itis apleasure to once again be your archiving receptacle. |

"What isthis— " Andro began but Killeen waved him into silence.
They were gtill hanging by fingers and toeholds and inching their way up the hard clay. Somewhere.

"What do you want?"

I am sure you believe | am simply hereto kill you. |

"| don't think you do anything Smply."

IOnce again | savour the ddlights of an ambiguous rhetoric. Yet | ansmple. |

"Not by meyou aren't."

IAll my thoughts are known to mysalf. All of mysalf. What could be smpler? |

"Leaving usaonewould be. For agart.”

| cannot. Y ou are my primary work materials, asan artist. Now, aas, rude surviva intrudes even upon
this sheltered venue. | come to you seeking aid.

Killeen laughed. And pulled himsdf up into a crevice where he could lean down and give Andro a hand.

IY ou quite rightly use your immortality-smulating rite. |

Killeenlaughed again. Anything to keep it amused.

It isawonderful adaptation to your predicament. Asits discoverer, | am most proud. My superiors
commended meroundly.

"For 'discovering' that we laugh?!

No. For discovering what it means. For that brief stuttering vocd ingtant you live as we do. Outside the
clench of time. Of mortdity.




"What doesit want?' The naked terror in Andro's voice made Killeen look down as the man edged his
way into atoehold. Andro was swesating and his eyeswere rolled far up showing the whites. Somehow
he could sill climb. His muscles stood out, vibrating.

"It wants us. Some kind of dice, right? Or maybe this time the whole goddamn cake."

| wish | could dally asan artit, | do. Unfortunately, you are correct. | am here to glean information from
you and perhaps alast sample.

"I'm fresh out of information."

| want you to understand that | do understand your need to speak to me thisway. | do fathom the needs
of acentraly directed intelligence, even though | am not one. | an ascholar and an artist and | can
lappreciate the ancient needs and structures you represent.

"I represent mysdlf, that'sal."

Y ou need — indeed, desire— the autonomy of the sense of sdf. | admirethat, | truly do. But | have
little time now and must be direct. Not artful.

Andro's voice trembled. "We're not about to help you, damn you.”

Il can aid you aswell. Y ou, Killeen, seek your son and your father. Sodo |. |

Killeen said guardedly, "What for?"

Information. In the end, everything isinformation. |

"Canteatit.

We do, a least in the most general sense. | would remind you that thermodynamics rules us al. |

"l sure don't know what in hell thermo-what isbut | can smell bullshit without standinginiit.”

Y our great fore-beings knew our smilarities, though | must admit they lacked your flair for thedirect. |
must hasten here— attend: Y ou primates carry datawe need in pursuit of an ancient obsession. There
iare accounts of lore invented by the early organic forms, those who first devised the mechanica forms.
These kindle great pleasurein our kind. Exquisite joys, legendary. And, some accounts haveit,
dangerous beyond measure. | seek those.

"Want to get high? That'swhat thisis'bout?"

Itisno trivid am. The Exalteds of my order attach great merit to this pursuit. They are privy to reports,
quite old and somewhat unreliable, which relate that many of our kind extinguished themsdalves upon
contact with thisinformation.

"Committed suicide?' Killeen saw and felt himself working adong the face of the rough clay and yet aso
hung suspended in an icy black vault, where the talk from the Mantis sped by in an eyeblink.

Died. Without emitting asingle deathcry. Some specul ate that they experienced pleasures they could not
withstand.

"Umm. I'vefdt like that. Passes, though.”

I seel Thisisirony, yes?




"No, sarcasm.”

These indeterminate positiond languages! They fructify with meaning. Entrancing. | would sup of this
more.

"Don't take hints much, do you?'

I suppose not. My seria language skills are till — |

"Taking down to usis so hard?'

Narrow and yet fraught with shadings. But this artistic discussion will have to come later. For this moment
we must exchange information.

"| don't haveto tdl you adamn thing."

| will reward you with information which you need. | believe thisis congruent with your imperative
architectures.

Killeen paused on the steep face and puffed loudly and the cool suspended part of him went on. "I don't
know where Toby and Abraham are.”

Y ou can, however, contribute to their discovery. If they can help usferret out this arcane pleasure, then
we shdl reuniteyou dl.

"Reunitein life? Or in some artwork of yours?"

Inredtimelifeline, | assureyou. |

"And I'm supposed to believe you?"

| speak astruthfully as one can in serid representations such as your acoustic mode. Also, | do not
believe you have any dternative.

"How come?"

'Y ou mortal beings vaue your incorporate salves as essentid. | fully understand why, and consider that
thisisahigh vaue, an aesthetic and intellectua position our kind has— perhaps regrettably — logt.

"So you'll kill usunless| cooperate?'

Of course not. But | can make use of you in ways you will find threaten your sdlfhood. |

Killeen could imagine what uses the Mantis had in mind. He had seen Fanny contorted into a grotesque
parody of hersdf. Thiswas astrangely polite conversation and he suspected something el se was going on
init. "What do you want from me?'

| have aready obtained most of my needs asthisinteraction has proceeded. Y our reactions | have
extracted as | provoked them.

Killeen blinked. "For ... what?"

For smulacra. We have made use of the facility you call the Restorer. Much of these methods we knew
already but there are nuances which your species has produced. Bio logics. These we have learned. You
will find we are aquick study.




He clung to aledge on the gully wall and breathed steadily as his hands groped for the next hold. Within
the cool secluded part of him aleaden darkness grew. "For copies?'

IOf yourself. They will help usall. |

"Tofind Toby and Abraham?"

[Toby isthe most important. He carries information we need relevant to the Pleasure Plague. |

"That'swhat you cdl it?'

Our sparse data suggests that this Disorder of Desire can communicate, much as a disease does among
you. Thisisanother curious feature which we must investigate.

"Soundsto melike you'd better leaveit done.”

| believe even you can see that we cannot alow abasic feature of our makeup such asthisto elude us.
We know dl of ourselves— that isthe nature of higher intelligences. Y ou do not know yoursealves. Much
of your antic artistry and chaotic creativity semsfrom that, | fedl. But you must admit that you are an
early, maformed stage of development. Systems with no 'subconscious or ungoverned eements are far
more functiond. Thusthey must learn al facets of themselves, to improve.

Killeen snorted with contempt. More empty talk.

I do not deny that 1/we have used you to our own ends.

"Even when we thought different, right?"

Y ou refer to how you escaped from Snowgladein the Argo?

"Weblew you al to smash and scatteration in our exhaust wash."

That manifestation of me, yes. | thought it would give you some pleasure of your own. And strengthen
your own stature within your tribe.

"| figured it was biggo bogus anyway." Killeen remembered the celebrating Bishops after they had played
raw hard plasmaover the Mantis below. Satisfying, but he had always wondered.

That role devolved upon me. | had studied you as artworks for many generations. When the Exalteds
decided to assemble the exigting fragments of the Plague puzzle, they delegated to me the stimulation of
your flight. The Argo would have destroyed itsdf if we had attempted to read its Legacies ourselves. Still
more difficult would have been moving Argo here to the esty, and bringing the knowledge of the
Myrigpodiaaswell.

Andro was getting frazzled with the climbing and Killeen did not like the deranged, white-eyed ook on
the swesting face. Andro was used to cities and the mechs had brought al that down in minutes. It would
take him awhileto get his mind around that. That was the difference between alife spent on the move
and one with feet sunk in the sod, bound up with buildings and possessions and the fat habits of mind.
Killeen reached the last rough rim of the gully and rolled onto the plain above, gasping.

"They'redl part of it? Seems complicated.”

History is. The Myriapodiawere — as the Exalteds predicted — essentid in your reaching this place.
They do not carry the Way of Three but they are a useful mixed-organic form. Some of us believe the
Myriapodiamay recapitul ate atranstory mode of life which gave birth to our Phylum, a bridge between




us and you. In any case they have now done their essential task for us and shall be eiminated, asthey do
CONSUMeE resources.

"Pretty tough on the competition.” Killeen wastrying to figure away out of thisand keegping the Mantis
talking was dl he could think of.

Thereis no need of deception between us. Y ou know that you shdl go theway of dl fleshlife. Though as
| have offered before, you carvshould/will be enshrined in my/our artistry. Thisisthe highest fate you
dreaming vertebrates can cherish.

"| think we can do better than that. At least we'll be doing it. Y ou wouldn't understand that, though.”

Andro trembled with fatigue and could not haul himself up the last steep dope. Killeen rolled to his|eft
and grasped his hand. Andro got over at therim and gulped in air, face red, eyeswhite.

As acollector and artist | much desire to sample and record both Abraham and Toby. That isthe Way
of Three the Exalteds have discerned in the scattered, archaic data. The Pleasure Plague somehow

i ntersects certain genetic lines of your lowly Phylum. | dready have your own genetic record, of course,
s part of my research for the Fanny sculpture. | then attempted —

"Yougot me?' Killeenfelt ahot anger. His Arthur Aspect spun apicture of two helices wrapped around
each other and began adroning lecture about genes but he brushed it aside.

Of course. | scoured the Argo for flakes of skin, human dander, but could confirm no such from Toby.
And your father we failed to find at your Citaddl.

Killeen looked quickly around. Nothing on the arid plain. The esty curvature loomed above, distant and
filmy. No escape anywhere. "1 couldn't find him ether. Figured he wasin one of the collgpsed buildings.”

We excavated fruitlessy. We have no reliable method of searching out his DNA and knowing it was
Abraham's. But the Magnetic Mind carried sgnas from him, coming from somewherein this place.

"How'd he get away from yov, if you're so dl-fired powerful ?*

[There are other forces afoot here — to use an image your Phylum would employ.

"Glad to hear it." Did thisthing understand sarcasm?

Something concentrated an energy dendity at the Citadel of the Bishops exceeding our capabilities. It
transported Abraham away, apparently intact.

"Nicetrick."

Killeen helped Andro to hisfeet. The man looked wildly into the distance and mumbled. Killeen followed
Andro'sline of sght and caught aglimmering of structure. Lacy lines, straight but shifting with uneasy
energy.

Andro seemed dl right now. His systems seemed jumpy but better than Killeen's. He pointed.

Something there now. Swift. Jerky. Mobile | attice more than a structure and parts went away for awhile
and came back and he could not see how that happened.

Andro had some sort of weapon hidden in his elbow. Killeen had not even recognised it. He sent
something at the form on the horizon. Killeen saw it asaflashin his sensorium.



Andro sat down suddenly. Without asound he kicked his heels savagely against the ground. 1t was as
though he were dancing and had just made the mistake of lying down first. His face showed no concern.
Hands cupped together asif he were praying. Hislegs drummed on frantically. Swesat jumped out al over
him in seconds and he breathed heavily and sill not aflicker in theimpassive face. He began to blink fast
and then faster.

He stopped. Legs and arms went limp. A long sigh escaped his chest and his eyes closed.

Killeen listened to the Mantis go away as his sensorium drained of colour and camed. He did not move
until the presence was gone and then Andro began to speak. He went on for along time and none of it
made any sense of course.

FOUR
TheWay of Three

"So thiswhole esty thing's been designed for us?' Killeen asked.
"Humans?' Andro was dill groggy from the Mantis little lesson.
"Planet-bound life, | mean.”

"l suppose s0."

"Planets are sure smple compared to this." Killeen waved at the crusted desert they were crossing.
"Water and wind and light — al've got to move just right. Otherwise you suffocate or sarve.”

Andro nodded duggishly. "It gave us ... comfortable placeto live."
"Likethe Citadel. People well off don't think about how precariousit dl is."
ll&?l

Killeen realised that Andro wasthe product of many generations tucked into the esty and had no direct
knowledge of what things were like on the outsde. It was as though he saw distant events as passing
items of interest, no more. Maybe that was what happened to people everywhere. Nothing to gain from
pointing it out to him, though. "How come there's hardly anybody around?!

"Y ou have to know whereto look. In my office, | have esty cords of human areas. Alien ones, too. They
keep shifting al the time so we have to keep updating them. Or ... had to." Andro blinked. "I guessthat's
al gonenow."

Andro limped as they trudged over the smooth curvature of the crusty plain. They had walked and dept
and walked again and the land was the same chalky soil, low scrub and washed-out basins. The esty
curved up and over and through pale clouds Killeen could see that the land above was the same.

"How come people haven't filled up the esty?" Killeen asked.

Andro stopped. "Huh. | never thought of that."

"It'smadefor planetary life, there's been enough time— right?"

"People come through the portass, go farther in. Have been for along time. Most we never see again.”

They looked at each other. Andro said, "We cannot really map the esty, but — "



"It surelooks empty. That measureshow bigitis”
Andro said forlornly, "Maybeitll swallow up the mechs, too."

Killeen shook hishead. "They planned thisalong time. Look at that sinkhole full of scrapped mechs back
there. The Mantis set us up for that and it made the point. They've got plenty.”

Andro's face textured with worry. "We found that pyramid, our own dead. Then their dead. | thought
that was the point.”

"The Mantis never saysjust onething. Maybe it can't read our degp memories, or can't figure them out."
"We shouldn't talk about it."

"Probly." Mechs could seed an area with microscopic bugs, eavesdropping on anyone. What the
Bishops had learned at the portd city's Restorer, combined with the Argo's Legacies, was dizzying,
complex. "Sure strange, though.”

The Legacies could be read only in combination with information in the Restorer — ancient text-codes
gotten from the Galactic Library. The story was snaky, convoluted, understandable only by combining a
variety of sources. Stitching it together, Killeen had finaly understood some of his own history.

The earliest inteligent life in the galaxy, who had produced the early mechs, knew the dangersinherent in
the timeless conflict between the two forms. Mechs could redesign themselves, improve and sculpt their
bodies and minds dike. The organic formswere dower, reluctant to wrench themsalves away from the
modes that evolution had wrought. They dtered their culture, but not their substrate— brains and
bodies.

Inevitably, they fell behind the rapid pace of their own creations. And they knew they wereflagging. They
wanted atrump card. The Firs Command.

Deep intheinner design codes of those early machines, the ancients embedded a First Command that
could not even in principle be detected by the mechsthemselves. The hiding of the First Command, so
that each mech carried it as a deep operating system, yet could not accessit, was the greatest creation of
some unknown ancient scientist.

The effect was subtle. Activated, the First Command codes brought great pleasure. Then, death by
ecstasy.

Mechswho turned againgt their Natural forebears could then be destroyed, by the trigger codes that
activated the First Command.

That checked with what the Mantis choseto reved. Killeen had warily listened to it, while carefully trying
not to think about the unspoken.

What it had not said was that if another trigger code was activated from outside— the Second
Command — the mech fdlt the impulse to convey its sublime joy to others. Then pleasure became a
plague. Desth came far faster.

But thismethod had failed in the far past. Information about how to activate the First Command was lost
— by accident, perhaps. Or by achange of heart, or fatering will, among the early Naturals.

Except ... some ancients had deliberately scattered the Firss Command. They stored it where organic
intelligence could aways carry information: their own genetic codes.



The Legacies had abit of it. Therest resded in the coiled long moleculeswithin every single cdll of
organic races. It must have seemed a perfect way to keep the crucid information availableto dl who
might need it.

For long eras, mechanicals and organicslived in balance. The First Command was forgotten. It
dumbered on in the genetic inventory, carried forward by seria arrangements of atoms. It had no impact
on thelife-formsthemsaves—

Retained in the genotype, unexpressed in the phenotype —

his Arthur Aspect intruded. Killeen let the Aspect mutter in his background, but didn't et it interrupt his
thoughts as he dogged acrossthe plain.

— defended against genetic drift and copying error, quite deft indeed, and then —
He shut up Arthur and concentrated.

The mechs had dowly decided that the organics were no longer semi-divineforefathers. They had
become competitors, exploiting the same raw resources of energy and mass. Such conflicts were
inevitable. In thelong run, no life-form owed another indefinite homage.

By thistime nearly al the scattered sources of the Trigger Commands had been lost. Genetic drift. The
long extinctions of entire planets. The rub and pitiless erosons of the materia world upon theliving.

Digpersal proved to be the best defence. The Trigger Commands had been invoked locally — and whole
worlds of intelligent mechanicas perished within days. Killeen had seen scenes from thislong and
desperate struggle, a corridor of ruin and destruction stretching back to when the galaxy itself was dowly
grinding down from a spherica swarm of gemlike sunsinto a compressed spira disk. He could not truly
concelve of the expanses of time and therefore of injury and anguish, or remorse and rage and sullen grey
sadness, which had washed over the ruby stars themsalves and cloaked the galaxy in awracking conflict
that could never be fully over. From this primordia pain there lumbered forward even into hisowntimea
heritage of melancholy unceasing conflict that had sheped dl hislife, and formed the Family Bishop
culture he so revered and would die to defend.

The Trigger Commands were spread among al intelligent races, and then — astheir numbers dwindled
damingly — into life-formswhich could devel op consciousnessin future. So they came to Earth when
humanity was amere kindling glow behind the doped brows of wandering primates.

But genetic drift erased the record in most humans. Only some till carried the unheeded cargo of
ingtructions, handed down now for nearly seven billion years.

The Trigger Commands were cunningly concedled. No single strand of human DNA could repest the full
content of the trigger in each 'expresson’, asingle generation. Instead, through a cyclic programming,
only athird of the activator code appeared in coherent order, in the DNA of asingle member.

To get the trigger codes completely, you had to assemble three generations.

"Abraham, Killeen, Toby." Killeen whispered the words like a mantraas he marched, boots crunching
thedkdinecrus.

Andro'sraspy voice drew him out of histhoughts. "Thosethey're after?"

"Y easay. Methey've dready copied.”



"Y ou think that Mantis was honest? It et uslive, &fter al.”

"Because it wanted something it could get from usdive.”

"The other two."

"That can't bedl of it," Killeen reflected. "Why let you go then?”"
"That'swhat I'm trying to see."

"They don't know enough,” Killeen said. " Something we don't know ether."
Andro scowled at Killeen. "Or don't know we know."

"They don't get what it'll do to them if they read it." Killeen stopped short of saying, That it'll blaze up
like a grassfire, sweep right through them, burn the bastards —

Technically, thisisknown as a'meme’ — a self-propagating idea which rewards the holder
and impelsit to further the meme itself. Human religions are sometimes of thistype, asin
Idlamic —

Killeen stuffed Arthur back inits hole. Andro said, "They want it, though.”

"Yeasay. Want it bad." All the suffering and fear his kind had known for aslong asthey could remember
came from mechs. In Killeen there now smoldered afire that would never go out until he held the Trigger
Commandsin his hand and saw them at work.

Andro said, "I would have expected that after billions of years, there would be some sdlf-defense
mechanism in the mechs. Some safeguards to stop them from even being interested.”

"| guessthose wore away, too. Everything else does.”

"So they tried to take your father as part of this?'

Killeen frowned. "I see what you mean. How comethey didn't pick me and Toby up, too?!
"l supposethey didn't know that they needed three generations then.”

Killeen nodded. "What was that term? The Way of Three."

"They suspected the datawasin the DNA. But they found only athird of it."

"They have our Legacies, too." Killeen bitterly remembered how Toby had fought againgt Ietting the
portal peopleread their legacies. At thetime it had seemed a good trade to Killeen — these were just
people, after dl, and the Bishops needed shelter in the portal.

Andro was getting weaker. He hobbled but his voice was till clear and strong. "They have the Replicator
technology now. Damn! All they have to do is search the esty, find your son and father —

"And maybe we should |t them.”
"They would dl die."

Killeen chuckled. "And they figure snce humans are their enemy, we want to sop them from getting al
their precious pleasure.” He leaned back and laughed loudly at the impassive sky. Until now the weight of
it had not struck him. His enemies had been ddivered into his hands. They don't know it will destroy



them.

— and just as he had feared, the stillness and hovering presence of the Mantis descended around them
likeamassvefog.

"Damn!" It had been atrap al dong, a chance to eavesdrop on the talky humans.

IY ou are quiite convincing if one does not know how to unmask the nuances, Killeen. |

"What?' He did not know what a nuance was but something in the Mantis voice came freighted with
threat.

IY ou verge on the blatant. Most unsubtle, |

Killeen laughed again with relief. He could tdll the truth here and it was going to be dl right. "I haven't got
the energy to be subtle.”

The Pleasure isindeed something your Phylaknow, because you devised it. We have long suspected that
it isthe payment invented by the organic races, given to our primitive forms as areward.

"I can't deny that," Killeen said. He could see how even asuperior inteligence, on the track of something,
could read into hisand Andro's words a conspiracy, agrand plot. The Mantis was complimenting them
without knowing it.

I ou primordia's are the masters of pleasure. Evolution brought it to you. |

"Old Family Bishop saying, yeasay." Keep it light, see what it had gotten from its eavesdropping.

Il do not follow your reference. |

"Old song, prob'ly Johnphilsousa" He bellowed out,

"Mdt does more than Milton can,
Tojustify God'swaysto man—"

Andro got Killeen'sintent, because he wrinkled his nose and commented sourly, "God, that's awful.
Who'sMilton?'

Ancient Earthly poet. An artist like mysdlf. Y our sourceisin error, Killeen. However, | take your point.
Y ou primatesin particular have a disproportionate fraction of your sensor nerves alocated to your
genitaiaand taste buds. Plainly you are pleasure machines. It isinvigorating to know such formsasyou.

"Theplessureisdl mine," Killeen said. He had to get the Mantisto think that what it had overheard was
al jug tak, flights of fancy language.

In us pleasure had to be injected — amere compensation. Y ou are the masters of the dark arts. That is
the thing | have pursued in you more than any other. The ancient bliss.

Andro started to say something and Killeen lifted afinger to stop him. The Mantis crisp aurashifted
dightly at thissmall gesture. Killeen saw that again, by accident perhaps, he had heightened the air of
mystery and conspiracy — as judged by the Mantis. Being smart was not the same as being
sophisticated.

Y ou primates are typica of the older forms. Most of your nerve endings concentrate in the outer skin, so
you remain largely unaware of what occurs within your own bodies. Plainly, a cresture shaped for




pleasures, not maintenance. And a disproportionate fraction of thoseliein your genitaiaor your taste
buds. Thereis aso the curious evolutionary convergence of the reproductive and excretion organs. No
design would ever favour such doubling of functions, waste dimination must not interfere with the hygienig
conditions one assumes necessary for biologica reproduction. Evolution ignores the obvious and favours
the sensud. That feature we lack and envy.

"It'sled to alot of humour, though,” Killeen said. The Mantis never laughed, of course, but it wasworth a
try to keep it puzzled.

[Thisissue touches, asyou have guessed, on the less savoury side of our Phylum. |

"l had no idea."

Sarcasm, correct? |

"Could be."

Dests are asinformative as gestures. |

"Someirony here, too."

lIrony?Y ou mislead again. |

Killeen kept acryptic slence. Let the mech talk itsdlf in circles. It seemed to like that. The narrowness of
sentences and al that stuff about serial and paralld, it tripped them up.

Y ou Naturas have oddly exciting ways, though most are liabilities. We know from studies of Naturals
like your speciesthat we can best find your son and father by using you asalure.

"Not much | can do about that."

Andro was breathing fast again. Hands clenched. The man could not contain his anger. Maybe he had
never had much practice.

| have gotten from you the confirmation | needed. Y ou will remain dive— that is, unharvested — until
we see that we have no further need of you.

"You—" Andro screamed and threw himsdlf at the Mantis. He had another small weapon conceded
and tried to useit.

The Mantisdid not move asinglerod. Andro smply folded up.

Not the usua way, but backward. Killeen heard the spine pop and a gurgled gasp from crushed lungs.
Andro bent completely over backward, till standing on two feet. Hishair brushed the ground as hisfeet
took ahesitant step, then another. His eyes were wild with pain. Andro's mouth shaped a scream but
nothing came out.

The Exalteds use me astheir guide in these matters because | am the nearest to their level who still can
communicate with you. The cramped, seria manner of your speech is painful to them — indeed,
impossible. Do not think this gives you any privileged status. | thought abit of illustration of thiswould
sUffice

Killeen felt numb. Andro took another step and fell, breath wheezing from him. From the way the body
porawled Killeen knew there was no help for the man. ™Y ou surekill him?”



Thereisno need. Y ou Bishops are worthy of acollection. Thissort, of which thereisan infestation in this
place, isof no concern to a curator.

"That'syour only reason for doing ... that?"

INo. He had exceeded his marginal utility.

"Let's hope these Exalted characters don't think you've exceeded yours."

IShould they, | would be happy to be gathered in,

Killeen snorted in fear and anger and emotions he could not name.

IFor you, areminder —

A shifting haze as white as sseam condensed to his|eft.

Toby waswaking steadily out of the solidifying mist. He was grinning. Smaler and thinner than Killeen
remembered. Toby said something that got snatched away by a gathering wind and the tone was wrong
and as Toby's jaws yawned the linesin his face broadened to jagged cracks.

Toby came apart. In precise zigzags. Each one gave a brittle pop as his son burst apart.
Decision Tree

If the Way of Three is correct, then we need only the genetic coding of these primates.
It would seem s0.

How simple! We missed it for so long.

That iswhat worries me.

Why should it? They employ a particularly awkward method of self-reproduction. Much of their
genetic code is useless baggage, carried along solely because it can copy itself, but conveying no
worthwhile message. An ugly mess, dictated by their random evolution.

I/We suspect ...

What?

That iswhat concerns me. | do not know what my misgivings mean, sincethey are so ...
Tentative?

Yes. | deplore hesitation. Still, | sense danger. Undefined, but danger, definitely.

We have waited long enough to deal with these. We entertained endless discussion of art,
aesthetics, and how beautiful in their way these primitive forms are. Very well, some have been
recorded as we terminated them. Done!

Y ou advocate the harsh method?

Of course. We need only the three generations of data. Very well, kill themall and let the Exalteds
sort them out.



All? Everywhere?
| believe we can do it.

We could tear momentary openings in the Wedge, that | grant. To ransack the entire space-time
geometry may not even be conceptually possible.

Such niceties | leave to the savants of geometry. We need not cleave all Lanes — only enough to
discover the Three. A random sampling of the human-habited Lanes should suffice. Perhaps a
hundred.

Somelevelsof All/Wewill be displeased at the erasure of so much potentialy useful data.

Once we have the Three and can decode —that should be trivial —the remaining data is mere
trash.

Thereisthe faction/submind of us'you which holds that both prudence and aesthetic issues—
Enough of this. Decision is made.

But truly, wait —

We/You are the majority.

| understand.

All/You must remember to keep to our/your proper station. Act!

| mugst.

PART FIVE
The Silver River Road

From too much love of living,
From hope and fear set free,
Wethank with brief thanksgiving
Whatever gods may be

Thet no lifelivesfor ever;

That dead men rise up never;
That even the weariest river
Winds somewhere safeto sea.

— Swinburne
"The Garden of Proserpine’

ONE
Molten Time

Toby continued down the silver river in search of hisfather.

He crouched in his skiff, swaying with the rippling currents, and watched histrawling line. He had not
eaten for two days. His vegetarian principles had not held up well under perpetud pursuit and
ravagements. A fat yelow fish shimmered far down in thefilmy water but would not bite.



Curiogity overcame hunger and he leaned over to seeif the fish was nosing about hisline. Instead of
plump prey he saw himsalf, mirrored far down in atin-grey meta current. But hisimage wore the cane
hat he had |ost overboard yesterday. He stared down into the trapped time flow, which had kept pace
with his skiff's downtime glide. Frowning, he studied his optimistic gaze of yesterday. A smudged
forehead, sprigs of greasy hair jutting around hisbig ears, adetermined st to the jaw that |ooked faintly
absurd. Hewould haveto learn to give less of himsalf away. Adults could do that without thinking.

He edged back from thelip of the shallow-bottomed skiff. He had fashioned the skiff from scrap metd in
order to negotiate this strange river with is mixture of fluids, silky waters, and conducting metals, and he
knew how rickety the shell was. Theliquid metal current was rising through the skin of water. It could
snk himwith acasua brush. Danger dried his mouth, tightened histhroat.

Down through murky water he had glimpsed adow churn of ivory radiance. Mercury shaped the broad,
mud-stresked course. Treachery lurked in that metdlic up welling — oblong-shaped many-armers,
electric vipers, fanged things that glided through the metal currents like broad-winged birds.

Helay ill inthe skiff bottom, hoping the time-dense flow would subside. A queasy tempord swell oozed
through his gangly body. To distract himself from the nausea he gazed up at the great Soreading forest
that hung overhead.

Petches of bare timestone shimmered there, opulent with smoldering glows. The esty here was tubular,
dominated by this shiny snake river that wound through bluffs and forests. Downriver, the yawning bore
of his circumscribed cosmos faded into ivory mist. He could see aSzable city there besde ashimmering
bend. Behind him, uptime, he could make out the immense curve of the esty and itsrich hills until
perspective warped and blurred them. He was tempted to thumb up hisbinocularsto see—

A thump againg the skiff. Something heavy, moving.

He held hisbreath. Normally the skiff moved feather-light, responding to the rub and press of the air's
very compression behind him as he voyaged down the silver river and thus accelerated through time.

Irregular patches of bare timestone crust overhead gave forth smatterings of prickly light. He wished for a
moment of darknessto hide him. Vol canoes of iridescence erupted from the land on the opposite curve
of esty-tube. Light splintered down and beat on him. He bore the sudden blast of heat without a sound.

You are acquitting yourself well

came the whispery words from Shibo. The fragments of hersdf had begun calling to him. The smdl voice
was soothing and plaintive and he knew he had to resist it.

He concentrated on the sounds from below. He could not hear anything clearly because the timestone
was splitting high above. It would not fall on him; local gravity was dways down.

Thisisan awful place. You have survived nobly.
"Naysay. | kept my head down."

| could help you so much more if you would just give me functions| could use. You are lonely
and need the —

Answering her was a mistake. She went on and on and he had to concentrate to push her down. She had
tried before to mutiny, take control of himsdlf, atraitor Personality. For that there was no forgiveness.

She fought him with tiny cries. He thought of another woman, of Besen, of making loveto her, skin



smooth and creamy. He longed to see Besen again. That helped. The memory of her swamped Shibo's
wracked sobs.

Smooth skin ... The face of the water was a'so smooth ... and deceptive.

Everything here was dangerous. The exploding timestone came from monstrous collis ons between
unknown energies, distant flares of the Eater, vast meaningless violence beyond human ken. But the
mechs were here, too, and he suspected everything now. He had seen them in the distance. They seemed
at adisadvantage herein thismoist tunnd-like Lane.

Their wrecked bodies sometimes floated by him on theriver. But they kept coming; they aways had.
Something worried the water's surface.

He sat up and reached for his paddle and a skinny thing shot out of the water and snapped past his head.
He ducked and dapped the tendril with his paddle. A knobby angular wedge with ditted yellow eyes
heaved up from the wrinkled water. It smoked acrid green, out of its metal element, and struck at him
again. He swung the paddle. It caught the tendril and diced through.

The mercury-beast bleated and splashed and was gone. He dug into the water with the paddie — hdf its
blade sheared cleanly off — and thrust hard. Splashing behind.

He laboured into deeper water. The green fumes swirled away. When the currents calmed he veered
toward shore. The big-jawed predator could snap him from the surface in an ingtant, crunch his skiff in
two, if it could extend out of the low-running streams of slver-grey mercury and ruddy bromium. A
turbulent swell had brought it up, and might again.

Hisarms burned and his breath rasped well before the prow ran aground. Hurriedly he splashed ashore,
tugging afrayed rope. He got the skiff up onto amud flat and into acopse and did it far back to hideit
among leafy branches.

Weekly heflopped down and fetched forth some stringy dried blue meat to quiet the rumblein his
stomach. His systemswere mostly dead now, crapped out in hislong flight. Servos barely ranin his
knees and arms. His weapons had discharged and the rest were unreliable. They were designed to bring
down mechs anyway and usdessfor hunting. He had started eating meat when he got redlly hungry and
was somewhat ashamed to admit that he liked it. Principle melted before the flame of necessity.

He peered a dense forest and patchy mud flats and decided to explore alittle. The silent power of the
river insulated alonely skiff from the rhythms of land and made coasting downstream and downtime
naturd, slkily inevitable. He would learn nothing that way, though.

Hewalked upshore, into the sllent press of timethat felt at first like amild summer's breeze but drained
the energy of anyone who worked againgt it. As he went he eyed the profusion of stalks and trunks and
tangled blue-green masses that crouched close to the river's edge like something waiting. It had been a
long while since he had fled the destruction of the giant pyramid mountain and the Wamdey man from
Family Brit. He had been happy to find this strange Lane with its Silver river and to ease down it,
following timelines that flowed nearer the black hole. He had learned some of the culture and had begun
to like the soft humanity of it, itsarchaic charm.

No signs of people. He kept up a good pace and became distracted and so was unprepared. A short
man with aduckbill blunderbuss stepped from behind amassive tree trunk and just grinned.

"What'sthe name?" the man asked, spitting fird.



“Toby."
"Waking upriver?'

Better to skirt the question than to lie. "L ooking for food.”
"Find any?"

"Hardly had achanceto.”

"Couldn'tacomefar. Big storm just downstream from here." The man grinned broadly, showing brown
teeth, lipsthin and bloodless. "I saw it pull aman'sarms off."

So he knew Toby couldn't have just strolled here from downstream. Toby said casually, "I walked down
from the point, the one with the big old dead tree."

"I know that place. Plenty berries and footfruit there. Why comelookin' here?"

"l heard therésabig city thisway."

"Morelikeatown, kid. Me, | think you oughta stay out herein thewild with us."

"Who's'us?'

"Somefdlas" The man'sfixed grin soured at the edges.

"| got to be getting on, mister."

"This baby here saysyou got fresh business." He displayed the blunderbuss as though he had inventediit.
"l got no money."

"Don't want or need money. Y our kind, big and fresh, my friendswill sure enjoy seeing you."

He gestured with the blunderbuss for Toby to walk. Toby saw no easy way to get around the big
weapon so he strode off, the man following at a cautious distance.

The blunderbuss was in fact the ornate fruit of atree Toby had once seen. The weapons grew as hard
pods on the dick-barked trees and had to be sawed off when they swelled to maturity. Thisone had a
flange that opened into agnarled ball and then flared farther into the butt — all part of the living wesapon.
If stuck butt-down in rich soil, with water and daylight, it grew cartridges for the gun. From the size of the
butt he guessed that this was a full-grown weapon and would carry plenty of shots.

He stumbled through atangle of knife grasses, hearing the man snicker at his awkwardness, and then
cameto apink clay path. Plainly thisman planned to bring him to some kind of mean-spirited reception.
Simplethieving, or aspot of buggery — these he had heard of and even witnessed. But the man's rapt,
hot-eyed gaze spoke of more, some vice from the unknown swamp of adulthood.

What should he do? His mind churned fruitlesdy.

Toby's breath rasped and quickened as he took histime on the stegpening path. Like most footways, this
one moved nearly straight away from theriver, and thus atraveller suffered neither the chilly press of
uptime nor the nauseeting dide of downtime. Toby judged the path would probably riseinto the
dry-brown foothills ahead. Insects hung and buzzed in the stillness of dumberous, diding moments. A few
bit.



He thought furioudy. They passed through a verdant, hummocky field and then up ahead around a sharp
bend he saw, just afew steps beyond, adeep shiny iron-grey stream that gurgled down toward theriver,
and adead muskbat that lay in the gummy clay path.

A muskbat never smells grand and thisone, a least aday dead, filled the air with asharp reek.

Toby gave no sign, just held his breath. The stream murmured beside him. Itsweak time-churn
unsteadied his step only alittle. A falen branch and windstorm debris lay just abit beyond the muskbat's
cracked and 0ozing blue-black skin.

He stepped straight over the muskbat and three steps more. As he turned the man breathed in the
repulsive tang and his swarthy face contorted. The man drew back, foot in midair, and the blunderbuss
wavered away.

Toby snatched up the branch. Without meaning to he sucked in the putrid fumes. He had to clench his
throat tight to stop his ssomach from betraying him. He legped at the man. In midair he swung the branch,
wood seeking wood, and felt a sharp jolt as he connected.

"Ah!" the man cried in pain. The blunderbuss sprang into the air and tumbled crazily into the stream —

— which dissolved the gun with astinging hiss and explosive puff of fragrant orange steam. The man
gaped at this, at Toby — and took a step back.

"Now you," Toby said because he could think of nothing else.

He got thewords out at hislowest bass register. With adevouring metal rivulet nearby, any wrestling
could bring disintegrating deeth in aflicker. Toby fdt hiskneesturn to water, hisheart jump into his
throat.

The man fled. Scampered away with alittle hoarse cry.

Toby blinked in surprise and then beat his own retreat, to escape the virulent muskbat fumes. He stopped
at the edge of aviny tangle and looked back at the stream.

His chest filled with sudden pride. He had faced down afull-grown man. He!

Only later did he redise that the man was legitimately more frightened than Toby was— for hefaced a
wild-eyed stranger of some muscle, ungainly but armed with afair-sized club. So the man had prudently
escaped, hisdirty shirt tail flapping like a harrying rebuke behind him.

TWO
Confusion Winds

Toby skirted away from the foothills, in case the swarthy man came back with hisfriends. He headed
downstream, marching until deep overcame him. By keeping agood long distance from theriver he
hoped to avoid the time-storm the man had mentioned — assuming it wasn't alie.

Theriver was dwayswithin view from any fair-sized rise, snce the land curved up toward the territories
overhead. A sheen of clear water blended with the ruddy mud flats at this distance, so that Toby could
barely pick out the dabs of slver and tin-grey that spoke of deadly undercurrents.

He had arisen and found some mealy brush fruit for breskfast and had set off again when hefelt a
prickling at the nape of hisneck. A ripple passed by. It pinched his chest and stung his eyes. Hollow



booms volleyed through the layered air.

Helooked up. Across the misty expanse he could make out the far side of the esty. It was a clotted
terrain of hillsand dumped valleys, thick with arainbow's wonder of plant life, dappled lakes, snaky
streams— d| tributaries to the one grest river. As he watched the overhead arch compressed, like an
accordion he had seen an old lady playing once— and then the squeezing struck him aswell. Clutched
hisribs, strained at his neck and ankles as though trying to pull him apart. Trees creaked, teetered, and
one old black one crashed over nearby. He lay on moigt, fragrant humus where he had fallen and
watched the massive congriction inch itsway downstream, a compression wave passing and then
relaxing, like the digesting spasm of agreat beast. Strata groaned, rocks shattered. A final pedl likea
giant's hammer rolled over the leafy canopy.

As hewatched it proceed he saw through his binocularsfor thefirgt time the spires of the city, and saw
onetumblein aglimmering instant as the great wave passed. Somehow he had thought of cities— or
towns, asthe man had said, aword strange to Toby — as grand places free of the rub of raw nature,
invulnerable.

He moved on quickly. A purple radiance played amidst the ripe forest, shed by a big patch of raw fresh
timestone beside a shiny lake, far away. Thoughts of the city possessed him, ideas of how to track his
father, so heforgot the time-storm.

At firg hefdt awrenching in the pit of his stomach. Then the humid air warped, perverting perspectives,
and confusion rode the winds.

Hisfeet refused to land where he directed them unless he kept constant attention, his narrowed eyes
holding the errant limbs continudly in view. Cordwood-heavy, hisarms gained and lost weight asthey
swvung. To turn his head without planning first wasto risk afdl. He laboured on, panting. Hours cozed
past. He ate, napped, kept on. The air sucked strength from muscles and sent itchy traceries playing on
hisskin.

The whispering tendrils of stupefaction left him as he angled toward the city. He sagged with fatigue.
Three spires remained ahead, whitewash-bright, the most paatia place he had ever seen. Houses of pae
polished wood were lined up neat and sure beside rock-roads laid arrow-straight with even the date
dabs cut square and true.

These streets thronged with more people than Toby could count. Ladiesin finery stepping gingerly over
horse dung, coarse frolickerslurching againgt wals, tradesmen el ephantine and jolly, foul-witted
quarrellers, prodigious braggarts, red-faced hawkers of everything from sweetsto saws. All swvarming
like busybody insects and abuzz with talk.

To Toby it wasliketrying to take adrink from awaterfal. He wandered the gridded streets, acutely
conscious of hisragged clothes and douch hat. Baggy trousers covered hisfield gear. He drew some odd
looks.

Thiswhole Lane seemed devoted to the comforts of some human past he could not quite fathom. His
|saac Aspect brokein,

Thisisa deliberate echo of an ancient human culture. | cannot placeit, but obviously it is
pre-Chandelier. Their technology is mannered and cherished for that fact Together with the
river, it seemsa sort of refuge for some. | hypothesise —

"I'd appreciate advice on how to get out of this Lane plenty more than your theorising.” Toby had
assigned Isaac the task of searching al filesin his Aspect-space, and he had hoped for more than this.



It lies quite within the realm of human sociology to manifest nostalgia on such a scale. This
Lane seemsto run on varying time senses because of extreme esty gradients, and the human
reaction has been to cling to constancy. Understandable and —

"Quiet." He siuffed the Aspect back in its hole and sought the one thing he knew, theriver.

Along the big stone quay men loafed in the rising, insect-thronged hegt. They douched in split-bottomed

chairstilted back to the point of seeming dynamica impossibility, chins on chests, hatstipped down over
drowsy eyes. A six-legged sow and her brood grunted by, doing agood businessin droppings from split
crates.

Beyond this dow scenelay theriver, lit by thefitful radiance of three overhead timestone patches. Toby
took off his pack and sat on awharf railing and looked at the river's ceaseless undulation, broken by
shards of raw silver that broke the surface, fumed, and were gone.

"Lookin' for work?"

The voice was rough. It belonged to ayoung man somewhat older than Toby and short, like everyone
here. Broad shoulders burst his crosshatched shirt. But the eyes were dreamy, warm.

"Might be." Hewould need money here.

"Got some unloadin' to do. Never 'nuff hands." The young man held out abroad palm. They shook.
"Name's Stan."

"Mings Toby. Heavy stuff?"
"Moderate. We got dronersto help.”

Stan jabbed athumb at aline of five dumped figures seated along the jetty. Toby had seen these before,
only up-river they were called Zoms. They all sat the same way, legs sprawled out in front, aams dack,
weight on the lower spine at asteep angle. No man could sit in that manner for long. Zoms didn't seem to
mind. Just about anything seemed better than being dead.

"You new?" Stan asked, squatting down beside Toby and scribbling something on aclipboard with a
pencil stub.

"Jugt camein.”

"Reft?"

"Skiff. Landed up above that storm.”

Stan whistled. "And walked around? Long way. That ripple knock you flat?"
"Triedto."

"Bealottatroubleto get back to your skiff."

"I might just push on down."

"Redly?" Stan brightened. "How far you come?"

"I don't know."



"Angd's Point? Rockport?*

"I heard of them. Saw Alberts but it wasfoggy.”
"Y ou'refrom above Rockport? And just akid?!
"I'm older than | look," Toby said tiffly.

"You do have afunny accent.”

Toby gritted histeeth. " So do you, to my ear.”

"| thought, comin' thisfar downtime, you'd get Sick, go crazy, or something." Stan seemed truly
impressed, hiseyeswide.

"l didn't just shoot down.” It would be dumb to get into his past. People dong the river didn't care very
much for outsiders. "'l stopped someto ... explore.”

"For what?'

Toby shifted uneasily. He shouldn't have said anything. The less people knew about you, the lessthey
could use. "Treasure.”

"Like hydrogen? Big market for hydrogen chunks here.”

"No, morelike— " Toby struggled to think of something that made sense. "Jewds. Ancient rubies and
al”

"No foolin? I've never seen any.”
"They'rerare. Left over from the olden lordsand ladies.”

Stan opened his mouth and stuck histongue up into hisfront teeth in an expression of intense thought.
"Uh ... Who were they?'

"Primeva people. Onesfrom waaay uptime. They were so rich then, cause there were so few of them,
that the sapphires and gold just dripped off their wrists and necks."

Wide-eyed now. "Earnet?"

"They had so much, it was like the dust in the road to them. Sometimes when they got bored, the ladiesd
snatch up awhole gob of jewels, their very finest, dl glittery and ripe, and they'd stick them dl over some
of those big hats they wore. Come aflood, people would drown and those jewel-fat hats would come
downtime."

"Hats?' Open-mouthed wonder.

An airy wave of hishand. "Not the douch hats we wear down here. I'm talkin' big boomer hats, made of,
well, hydrogen itsdlf.”

"Hydro— " Stan stopped, alook of puzzlement washing across hisface, and Toby saw that he had to
cover that one.

" See, those prehistoric days, hydrogen was even lighter than it istoday. So they woreit. The very finest
of people weaved it into fancy vests and collars and hats."



A doubtful scowl. "1 never saw anybody ... "

"Well, see now, that'sjust the thing. My point exactly. Those olden ladies and officers, they wore out all
the hydrogen. That'swhy it'sworth so much today."

Stan's mouth made an awestruck O. "That's wondrous, plain wondrous. | mean, | knew hydrogen was
the lightest meta. Strongest, too. No puzzlement it'swhat every big contractor and engine-builder wants,
only can't get. But — " helooked sharply a Toby — "how come you know?"

"How come akid knows?' Might aswell feed him back that remark. "Because uptime, we're closer to
the archaic ages. We look out for those hydrogen hats that came down the river and wash up.”

Stan frowned. "Then why'd you come down here?!

For aningtant Toby had the sick fedling that he was caught out. The whole story was going to blow up on
him. Hewould lose thisjob and go hungry.

Then he blinked and said, "Uptime people dready got the hats that came ashore there. It's the ones that
got past them that I'm after.”

"Aaahhh ... " Stan liked thisand at once began to shoot out questions about the grand hats and treasure
hunting, how Toby did it, what he/d found, and so on. It was ardief when somebody caled, "Induction
ship!" and the deepy quay cametolife.

THREE
TheZom

The big white ship seemed to Toby to snap into existence, bright and trim and sharp asit bore down
upon them. It cut theriver, curling water like afoamy shield, sending gobbets of iron-grey liquid meta
spraying beforeit.

It was athree-decker with gingerbread railings and a pyramid-shaped pilothouse perched atop. Large,
thick disks dominated each sde, humming loudly asit decelerated. Only these induction disks, which had
to cast their field lines deep into the river and thrust the greet boat forward, were untouched by the
eternd habit of ornamentation. Curlicues trickled down each stanchion. Pillars had to be crowned with
ancient scrollwork, the fly bridge carried scul ptures of succouring angel's, davits and booms and
mastheads wore stubby golden helmets.

Passengers lined the ornate railings as the boat dowed, foam legped in the air, and backwash splashed
about the stone quay. A whistle sounded eerily and deck hands threw across thick ropes.

Stan caught one and looped it expertly about astay. "Come on!™”

Crowds had coagulated from somewhere, seeming to condense out of the humidity onto the jetty and
quay. A hubbub engulfed the induction ship. Crates and bales descended on crane cables. Wagons
rumbled forth to take them and Toby found himsdf in agang of Zoms, tugging and wrestling the bulky
masses. Crowds yawped and hailed and bargained with vortex energy al around.

The Zomsfollowed Stan's orders duggishly, their mouths popping open asthey strained, drool running
down onto their chests. These were corpses kindled back to life quite recently, and so till strong, though
growing listless. Zomswere mostly men, since they were harvested for heavy manua [abour. But ahefty
woman laboured next to Toby and between loads she put her hand on hisleg, directly and smply, and
then dipped her fingers around to cup hisbdls.



Toby jerked away, her reek biting in hisnostrils. He dapped her hard. Zoms hungered for life. They
knew that they would wither, dwindling into torpid befuddlement, within months. The heavy woman
shook her head, then leered at him and felt his ass. He backed away from her, shivering.

And bumped into a shabby Zom man who turned duggishly and mumbled, "Toby. Toby."

Stunned, he peered into the filmed eyes and dack mouth. Parchment skin stretched over stark
promontories of the wrecked face. Memories stirred. Some faint echo in the cheekbones? The sharp
nose?

"Toby ...l am ... father ..."
"No!" Toby cried.
"Toby ... camehere...time..."

The Zom reached unsteadily for his shoulder. It wasin the tottering last stages of its second life, the black
mysteries energy now seeping fromiit.

"You're not my father! Get away."
The Zom gaped, blinked, reached again.

"No!" Toby pushed the Zom hard and it went down. It made no attempt to catch itsalf and landed in a
sprawl of limbs. It lay inert, itseyesfilmed.

"Hey, it botherin' you?' Stan asked.

"Jug, they just get to me, isdl.”

"Thesere made in Resurrection City, | heard.”

"Wheresthat?'

" 'Nother Lane entire. They knock off copiesfrom raw stock.”
"From dead people?’

"Don't haveto be. Got a mind-copy, just fast-grow atemplate, many them up — zingo, you got cheap
labour gdore"

Toby studied the dack-jawed face and resolved that this Zom could not possibly be hisfather. Thefalse
Abraham had fooled him for amoment but not thisthing, no. Therewasredly no resemblance a al, now
that he took a close and objective scrutiny.

"Letitlay there," Stan said dismissvely. "We got work to do."

It was so far gone Toby could not tell if this was some copy from the Restorer, which he supposed was
what Stan meant by Resurrection City, or in fact the true Killeen, somehow aged in the esty.

So he put the matter out of hismind. He would treat this Zom as a copy, like that one of his grandfather
back in the field hospital. He decided this and thought of it no more. It did not occur to him that he could
not have done thisonly afew years before.

The rest of the unloading Toby helped carry out without once looking toward the crumpled form. Ladies



stepped gingerly over the Zom and a passing man kicked it, all without provoking reaction.

Sweat was trickling into his eyebrows and so he did not see the mechs at first. "Heyso!" someone called.
Toby looked up —

— into an onrushing deek snout. Two othersfollowed. They banked in the soft air and their shock wave
dammed down onto the docks. People ran al whichways but Toby stood till, watching the silvery craft
climb up the air. They pitched and yawed to no apparent purpose, angling out over the shore.

"Looking," Stan said. "Been here before."
"These same ones?' Toby asked.
"Smdler last time"

The craft banked and glided now, dower and more careful asthey prowled over the town. Toby till did
not move. Mechs could pick up servos working. Stan gave him a puzzled look and cautioudy got down
behind some bales of sticky-grass.

They were coming back. Calstrilled in his receptors. "Bishops!" he whispered. He could pick out
Cermo, Jocelyn, others. So the mechs had gotten the Family codes. He killed hisinboards, in case some
vagrant Sgna might get out in response.

They came right overhead. The moment passed with agonising downess and for acrazy instant he
thought they must have stopped dead high above him. Then they were out over the river and he could
dart bresthing again.

Just as he did, somebody shot at the mechs. It was a reasonably sophisticated weapon, Toby could tell,
becauseit left virtually no detectable backtrail. Probably it used some diver of the electromagnetic
spectrum that Bishops could not sense.

The mechs could. The shot came from somewhere downstream and they rushed that way. It had done
them no harm that Toby could see. They fired once, all three together. Someone screamed. The mechs
moved off and the screaming stopped. Whoever had died had been foolish. Toby had not for amoment
congdered trying to hel p them against mechs of such acdibre. That he had learned asaboy.

"They did that ‘fore, too," Stan said. He stood up from behind the bale and tried to make out asif he had
not been there.

"Get anybody?"
"Not that | heard."

"Which way did they go then?"

"Just likethese— " Stan pointed as the three levelled out and accel erated. "Downtime.”
"Always?'

"Certain. After somebody, | 'spect.”

And trying to sucker Bishopsin, too, Toby thought. Maybe him. Or maybe it meant there were Bishops
about.

They went downriver. Maybe that meant he should not.



After the mechswere out of Sight everyone went on as though nothing had happened. The [abour was
fast and hard, for the induction ship was dready taking on its passengers. Crowds, packages, happy
confusion. By thetime Toby returned from a nearby warehouse where the first wagonload went, only
ripplesin the mud-streaked river showed that the ship had tarried there at all.

FOUR
Mr. Preston

That day was long and hard, what with plenty of barrels and hogsheads and wooden crates to unlash and
sort out and stack in the crumbling stone warehouse. Stan was a subagent for one of the big importation
enterprises and had a steady run of jobs, so Toby was kept busy the rest of the day.

They had little tech here and relied on grunt labour. The Zoms from the quay wore out quickly and Stan
brought out another crew of them. Toby did not see the one that had collapsed and did not go looking
for it in the musty rear of the warehouse where they were kept, ether.

The labouring time ended as the big bare patch of time-stone overhead dimmed. Thiswas alucky
occurrence, as people till preferred to deep in darkness. Though there was no cycle of day and night
here, afew hours of shadow were enough to set most into the dumber they needed. Toby had once seen
anight that lasted severd 'days so that folks began to openly speculate whether the illumination would
ever return to the timestone. When the sulphurous glow did come it waxed into tifling hest and piercing
glare so ferociousthat everyone regretted their earlier impatiencefor it.

Stan took Toby to his own boarding house and arranged for him, leaving just enough time for a bath of
cold river water before supper. Toby was amazed at the boarding table to see the rapidfire putting away
of victuals combined with fast talking, as though mouths were meant to chew and blab at the sametime.
Game hens roasted to golden brown appeared on an immense platter and were seized and devoured
before they reached him, though Stan somehow managed to get two and shared. A skinny man with a
goatee opposite Toby cared only for the amusements of his mouth, dternately chewing, joking, and
Spitting none too accuratdly into a brass spittoon set besde him. Stan ate only with hisknife, nonchdantly
inserting the blade sometimes dl the way into his mouth. Toby managed to get forkfuls of gummy beans
and thick dabs of gamy meat into himself before dessert came flying by, a concoction featuring anidand
of hard nutsin aseaof cream that burst into flame when aman touched hiscigar to it. Stan ate some and
then contentedly sat back in hiswicker chair, picking histeeth with a shiny pocket knife, an exhibition of
casud bravery unpardldled in Toby's experience.

Afterward Toby wanted more than anything to deep, but Stan enticed him into the hubbub of the streets.
They ended up in abar dominated for atime by an immense, well-lubricated woman whaose tongue
worked wdll in its socket, her eyesrolling as she sang aballad Toby could not fathom. At the end of it
shefel with acrash to the floor and it took three men to carry her out. Toby could not decide whether
thiswas part of the act or not, for it was more entertaining than the singing.

Stan thrust some dark beer upon him and artfully took that moment to pay Toby his day's wages, which
of course made Toby seem apiker if he did not buy the next round, which came with unaccountable
speed. Hewas hadfway through that mug and thinking better of this evening, of this huge complex city, of
hisfine new friend Stan, and generaly of the entire copious wonderful ety itsalf, when he recalled how
his own father had drunk heavily years before. He remembered Killeen remarking at thetimethat in
Family Bishop, you discarded a cork once you had pulled it from abottle, knowing with assurance that it
would not be needed again.

This connection troubled him, but Stan relieved Toby's frown by stretching hislegs out and sticking a



sock-clad foot up. The sock had aface sewed on it so that Stan could jiggle histoes and make the face
show anger, amile, even blink. All the while Stan carried on afunny conversation with the artistic foot.
But this made Toby remember aday after the Calamity, cold and bleak, when Bishops were camping
overnight with some stragglers from other Families. A tal Knight boy had stuck his grey-socked foot
from beneath some covers as ajoke. Toby mistook it for arat and threw hisknife, skewering the foot.
That had made him unpopular for sometime around Family Knight.

He smiled &t this and had another sip of beer. Stan's face went pale. Toby felt a presence behind him.

Turning, he saw atall man dressed in leather jacket and black pants, sporting ajaunty blue cap. No one
but pilots could wear such acap with its gold flashings across the hill.

"Mr.— Mr. Preston," Stan said.
"Y ou gentlemen out for an evening? Not too busy to discuss busness?!

Mr. Preston smiled with an austere good nature, as befitted a representative of an unfettered and truly
independent profession. His Aspects had |aborioudy taught him that lords found themsal ves hampered by
parliaments, ministers knew the congtraints of their parishioners, even school teachersin their awful

power finally worked for towns.

But aslver river pilot knew no governance. A ship's captain could give ahaf dozen or so orders asthe
induction motors readied and she backed duggishly into the stream, but as soon as the engines engaged,
the captain's rule was overthrown. The pilot could then run the vessel exactly as he pleased, barking
orderswithout consultation and beyond criticism by mere mortals.

Without asking, Mr. Preston yanked a chair from another of the raw hardwood tables that packed the
bar, and smacked it down at the table. "I heard you come from uptime — way uptime," he said to Toby.

"Uh, Stan told you?' Toby asked to get sometimeto think.

"He dropped aword, yes. Was he wrong?' Mr. Preston peered at Toby intently, his broad mouth tilted
aan ng angle beneeth a bristly brown moustache.

"Nossr. Maybe he, uh, exaggerated, though.”

"Said you'd been above Rockport.”

"| caught sight of it in fog. That awful pearly kind that — "
"How far beyond?

"Not much.”

"Caro?'

"l ... yeah, | gaveit wide berth.”

"Dexribeit.”

"Big place, grander than thistown."

"Y ou see the point? With the sand reef?'

"l didn't seeany reef."



"Fair enough — thereisn't any reef. What's the two-horned point like?"
"Foamwhipping upinthear.”

"Wherésthefoam go?"

"Shoots out of the river and arcs across to the other horn.”

"Y ou go under the arc?'

"Nossir. | stayed in the easy water close on the other shore.”

"Smart. That arc's been there since | was aboy and nobody's lived who tried to shoot with the current
under it."

"| heard thet too."
"Who from?'
"Fellow upstream.”
"How far upstream?"

Nobody ever lied to apilot, but you could shave the truth some. Toby took asip of the dark beer that
was thick enough to make a second supper — as somein the bar seemed to be doing, loudly — and
said with care, "The reach above Cairo. That'swhere | started.”

Mr. Preston leaned forward and jutted out hislong jaw shrewdly. "There'sabig bar there, got to go by it
easy. Sand, isnt it?"

"Nosdr, it'sblack iron."

Mr. Preston sat back and signalled the barkeep — who had been hovering, wringing adirty rag — for a
round. "Right. A plug of it that gushed up from some terrible event in theriver bottom. Books say a
geyser of molten metal — not the cool onesthat flow under the river — that geyser came fuming up
through the timestone itsdlf."

"I've been in other parts of the esty and | haven't seen anything like thisriver. It doesn't seem logica.”
"Not for usto know, son."
"Please don't call me son, sir.”

Mr. Preston’s bushy eyebrows crowded together, momentarily puzzled at the quick, hard note that had
come into Toby'svoice, but then he waved his hand amply. " Surely done, Mr. Toby. | must say thereis
something about you that is wise beyond your apparent years. | am prepared to hire your services."

Stan was looking bug-eyed at this interchange. For two lowly freight musclersto be drinking with apilot
was like adamp river rat going to dinner at the mayor's. And this latest devel opment!

"Services?' Stan put in, unableto restrain himsdlf any longer.

"Navigation. Thereve been five big time-squalls between here and Cairo since | was up that way. Now |
got acommission to take the Natchez up that far and no sure way of knowing theriver that far."

"I'm not sure| know theriver dl that well," Toby demurred, hismind still aswarm with scattershot



thoughts.

"Y ou see any of those sorms?”

"Two of them, yessir. From adistance, though.”

"Only way to see one, I'd say," Stan said with forced jocularity. He was gtill stunned from the offer.

The pilot grimaced in agreement, an expression that told much of narrow escapes and lost friends. ™Y ou
kept your skiff wel clear?”

"| poled and rowed, both. Prob'ly just lucky with the currents, truth to tell.”

"A time-storm attracts ships according to their mass, see? Y our rowing was most likely the cause of your
savation,” the pilot said. "Aninduction ship, despiteits power, must be more crafty. Itsweight isits

Toby sipped his strong beer and said, "I don't know as | want to go back up there, sir.”

"I'll make it worth your while." The pilot squinted a him, asthough trying to see something in Toby'sface
that hewasn't giving away. "l was hoping you might have business back up there.”

Might have business. At once the Zom'sface lurched into Toby's mind's-eye and he felt the barroom
close about him, its suffocating air clotted with cigar smoke. The banks of blue fumes swirled amid the
seeping yellow glow of filament bulbs that sprouted from the walls, each the size of aman's head with his
hat on. Toby had kept hismind away from the memory until now but the weight of uncertainty again
descended. He could not know if the Zom was hisfather unless hefound it again, questioned it.

"Sir, I'm going to have to give you my reply tomorrow. | have to seeto a certain matter right now."

The surprise in Stan's and Mr. Preston's faces was dmost amusing. It increased when Toby stood,
boothed s smacking the floorboards loudly from the drink he had put down. He nodded solemnly and
without aword plunged into the darkness outside.

FIVE
The Frozen Girl

Inky shapes dtill shifted in hismind as he knocked on the door of Mr. Preston's house. Toby still felt
himsalf encased in tangled memories, the hate he felt toward the Zom because he did not want it to be the
Killeen he had known.

It was afitful morning, with grey light piercing afog and sending traceries across the rooftops dong the
dumbering river. Mechs and their virulence seemed infinitely far away. People here did not even talk
about them. They were cloaked in this cosy, snug corner of the esty and would hear not aword of events
beyond. Toby wondered if such peopleweretypical of humanity. If so, what were the Bishops?

He could barely see the white picket fence framing Mr.

Preston'syard. The pearly wisps blotted out detail beyond the brick walk that led to the house. Thiswas
agrand place, he had to admit, even in such diffuse light. It was porticoed in pale pine, the massive
columns topped with flowery capitds. He rapped the iron door knocker again and ingtantly the brass
doorknob turned, asif attached to the knocker. A dwarf answered, a mute servant, and led Toby aong a
carpeted hdll.



He was unprepared for the grandiosity of apilot'slodging, taking in with awe the mahogany furniture, a
new electric lamp with yellow-paper shade, and an entire shelf of sound-sculptures. The dwarf retreated,
gesturing at ayawning, tongueless mouth and showing the red servant tattoo on his shoulder to explain his
Slence.

A bounty of travel visions speckled the walls— Above the Falls of Abraham, Volcanic Quest, Heart
of Lightness, Struggle Against Destiny — and many of literature, including the fanciful. Toby yearned
to take the sheets and stroke them into luminosity, but as he reached for Time Stream and

World-Wrack he heard heavy thumping footsteps and turned to find the pilot in full blue and gold
uniform.

"l hope you have settled your other matter,” Mr. Preston said severdly.

Only now did Toby recall clearly his abrupt departure from the table. The town beyond that raucous
room had swallowed memory. He had made hisway through narrow streetslined by rude buildings that
seemed to lean out over the street, eclipsing the wan sky glow. The moist lanes near the river had been
tangled and impossible to navigate without stumbling and stepping on sprawled forms, like bundles of
clothing left for trash collection.

The masters of the Zoms left them where they lay, sure that they could not move without further feeding.
Toby took hoursto find the dack-jawed face he had seen on the quay, and then another long time
peering at it before he was sure that the Zom was not merely initslapsed state of rest. The thing had
proved dead, limbs akimbo, stiffening into a hardened parody of adance.

At morning the burly owner had come by, shrugged at the corpse, and thrown it into hiswagon for
disposd. Toby's questions about the Zom the big man brushed aside— he didn't know the names, no,
nor where they came from, nor from what part of the greet river they hailed. Resurrection City? Only a
rumour.

And thelast glimpse Toby had of that face had unsettled him further, asif infind deeth the Zom gaveits
last secret. There was a clear resemblance to hisfather. But was this acopy?

So with fatigue in his bones but afresh, iron resolve in his spine Toby made himsdlf stand erect beside the
oak mantelpiece and say to Mr. Preston, "I'll come, sir.”

"Damn good! Want to see the backtime, do you?"

"Y easay."

"Whuzzat?"

"Uh, yes." Theword still felt odd. See the backtime, yeasay — and go opposite to the mechs.
"Here, you had breskfast?"

Cornmedl flapjacks and fritters, brought by the mistress of the house, quickly dominated Toby's attention
whilethe pilot regaled him with lore and stories. Toby managed to keep the details of hislong voyage
downriver well-muddied, and was distracted from this task by Mr. Preston's collection of oddments,
arrayed dong the walls. There were crystal's, odd-coul ored stones betraying vol canic abuse, acirclet of
ancedtra hair, five flint arrowheads from the fabled days, and some works of handicraft like dozens Toby
had seen before. Beside these were bronze-framed, stiff 3D's of addled-looking children, aged uncles
and thelike, al arranged awkwardly and in Sunday-suited best for their bout with immortdity.

But these oddments were nothing compared with the large transparent cube that dominated the dining



room table. It shed cold air and Toby took it to beice, but as he ate he saw that no drops ran off the
deek flat Sdes. Within its blue-white glow small objects of art were suspended — agolden filigree, a
jagged bit of quartz, two largeinsects with bristly feders, and aminiature statue of alovely young girl with
red hair and aflowing white robe.

He had nearly finished inhaing the mol asses-fattened flapjacks and durping down a pot of coffee when
he chanced to notice that one of the insect wings had lowered. Keeping an attentive ear to the pilot, who
had launched into what appeared to be afour-volume oral autobiography in first draft, he watched
carefully and saw the girl spinning dowly about her right toe. Her robe fetched up againgt her left leg and
then gracefully played out into aspinning disk of velvety delicacy.

By thistime the insects had both flapped their transparent gossamer wings nearly through a
guarter-stroke. They were both heading toward the girl. Their multifaceted eyes strobed and fidgeted
with what to them must be an excited vigour, and to Toby was atorpid, ominous arabesgue.

"Ah, the hunt," the pilot interrupted his soliloquy. "Beautiful, en?1've been watching it for long enough to
grow three beards.”

"Thegirl, shesalive."

"Appears s0. Though why she'sso small, | cannot say.”

"Whered you get it?"

"Far downstream.”

"l never saw such."

"Nor I. Indeed, | suspect, from the quality of the workmanship, that the girl isred."
"Red? But shesno bigger than my thumbnail.”

"Sometrick of the light makes her seem soto us, | reckon.”

"And these bugs— "

"They're nearly her size, true. Maybe they're enlarged, the opposite of the trick with the girl."
"Andif they arent?'

"Then when they reach the girl they will have amerry time." The pilot grinned. "A week's pay packet, |
just handed it over flat, to purchase this. That li'l golden trinket, it's revolving, too — see?’

She spun farther and he saw that it was Besen. His Besen.
Somewhere she had been trapped. Copied? Or could this somehow be the true Besen?
He tapped on the side but she showed no reaction.

He remembered once aboard Argo when they had cleaned out afilthy shower together, doing ship's
maintenance. Besen had unscrewed the drain and pulled out a hair ball the sze of awell-fed rat. It was
lustrous and gummy and so amazing when she held it up, ahairy moon beside her beaming, incredulous
planet of aface, that he had laughed.

Hefdt afresh wave of bitterly cold air waft from the cube of silent, dow time. " Somethin' wrong, boy?"



He had an urge to smash the blue-white wedge of molasses-dow tempo, to release its wrenched epochs
and imprisoning, collapsed perspectives. But this was the pilot's object, and such men understood the
twists of time better than anyone. Perhapsit was right that these things belonged to them.

Bedt to put it asde. He would not know what to do with the trapped Besen if he did get it. Still, he felt
relief when he escagped from the dining room and emerged into the cloaking fog outdoors.

SIX
Going Upback

They were to boom out of the dock that very day. Toby had never known such awe asthat ingtilled by
hisfirst moment, when he marched up the gangplank and set foot upon the dready thrumming deck.

Never before had he done more than gaze in reverence and abject self-abasement at one of the induction
shipsasit parted the river with itsrazor-sharp prow. Now Mr. Preston greeted him with acurt nod, quite
circumspect compared to the sprawl of the man's conversation at breakfast. With minor ceremony he
received his employment papers. Other crew shook Toby's hand with something better than the cool
indifference he knew they gave any and al passengers. The customers who paid the costs were of course
held in the lowest regard of all those aboard, including the wipe-boys below. Toby could tell from the
somewhat distant, glassy gazes of the men and women of the crew that hewas at least considered in the

human family, pending.

"Y ou been by that Ii'l flurry up ahead?' Mr. Preston asked him as they made their way up the three flights
of externd stairsto the pilot's nest.

"Nosgir. | came ashore, stowed my skiff, and walked round it."
"Ummm. Too bad. Think I'll nudge out across stream, keep some distance oniit.”
"Yessr."

To Toby thisexotic Lane was a continual wonder. He began to see how people could want it thisway, a
pocket set aside from the mechs and all that weight of history. That they were re-creating some ancient
manner long past did not matter; here, now, it wasreal.

Theloading wasfinishing up, the ship's barely restrained thirst for the river sending astrong strumming
into the air. Freight spun off the wagons and flew aboard at the hands of jostling work gangs, mostly
Zoms. Late passengers came dodging and scampering among the boxes and hogsheads awaiting loading.
Wives carrying hat boxes and grocery knapsacks urged on swesaty husbands, who lugged carpet bags
and yowling babies. Drays and baggage three-wheel ers clattered over cobblestones and intersected each
others trgectories more often than seemed possible from the supposed laws of probability, sending
cases and jars smashing. Profanity blued the air. Windlasses snapped into hatches, fore and aft.

Toby loved the turmoil and racket, the whiz and whir of earnest purpose. The bursar called, "All not
goin', pleaseto get themselfs ashore!” and last bellsrang, and the thronged decks of the Natchez gushed
their yammering burden onto the gangplanks— arunning tide that afew lagt, late passengers fought. The
stage-plank did in and atall man came running and tried to jump the distance. He got a purchase on the
gunmeta sde and a crewwoman hauled him up, but his back pocket opened and hiswallet thunked into
the river. The crowd ashore laughed and awoman had to stop the man from jumping in after it.

All this Toby watched from the elevated sanctity of the pilot's nest. It was an elegant place, glassin so
many directions he had to count to be sure there were only four of the trangparent walls. The Cap'n



stood beside the pilot, both arrayed in their dark blue-gold uniforms, and an eerie whistle sounded. The
orange flag ran up the jack staff and the ship ceased its drift. Momentum surged through the deck and
oily smoke belched from the threetall chimneys at the ship's midships.

The crowd aong the quay called last-minute messages and cheered and the ship shot away from them,
seeming to accelerate asit caught with induction fields the deep surge of metal beneath the waters. The
town dwindled with bewildering speed, people on the quay turning into animated dolls that turned pinkish
and mottled as Toby watched.

"Thetimeflux,” Mr. Preston answered Toby'sfrown. "I locked us on to her right off. Were seeing their
images squeezed and warped.”

Already the shore was dappled with reds and blues as time shifted and streamed about the ship, the dap
and heave of currents resounding in deep bass notes that Toby felt through his big-heeled boots.

Tofly acrossduration itsdlf, to wrench away from the certainty of patient, sngle-minded time— Toby
felt sour nausea grip histhroat. Confusion swamped him, gut-deep accelerations— aquickening not in
mere velocity but in the quantity that he knew governed the esty but which no man could sense, the force
of tangled space and time together. The firm deck went snake-dithery, thick air hummed, sparks forked
about him. His body fought for long, aching moments the urgent tows and tugs, his chest tight, bowels
watery, knees fegther-light — and then somehow his sinews found their equilibrium, without his
conscious effort. He gulped in air and found it moist and savoury.

"Steady." Mr. Preston had been eyeing him, he now saw. "I reckoned you'd come through, but can't be
auretill it'sdone.”

"What if | hadn't?"

The pilot shrugged. "Put you ashore next stop, nothing esefor it.”
"What about passengers?'

"It'seasier down below. Up here, the tides are worse.”

"Tides?' He sudied theriver'stable-flat expanse.

"Not river tides— time tides. Passengers with addled heads and stomachs can just lie down till we reach
their getoff point. Mogt, anyway."

Toby had aways figured that the job of a pilot wasto keep his ship on theriver, which was not a
condderablefeat, snceit was so wide. Slently watching Mr. Preston trim and dip among the upwellings
of rich brown mud, and then dide with liquid grace dong a burnt-golden reef of bromium meta, he saw
the dancer's nimbleness and ease that came from the whirling oak-spoked master whed!, the orchestrated
animal mutter of the induction motors, the geometric craft of rudder and prow. To have this €legant
gavotte interrupted was not merely an inconvenience, and dangerous, but an aesthetic atrocity.

This Toby learned when atrading scow came rushing down the washboard-rough main current and into
the Natchez s path. Rather than perturb his elegant course, Mr. Preston ran across the scow's two aft
steering oars. Scarcdly had the snapping and crunching ceased than avolley of gnarled profanity wafted
up from the clutch of red faces shooting by to starboard. Mr. Preston's face lit up with apositive joy, for
here were fit targets who could, unlike the Natchez's crew, talk back.

Joy of joys! He snatched open the roller window and stuck his head out and erupted back at the scow.
And as the two ships separated and the scowmen's maledictions grew fainter, Mr. Preston poured on



both volume and ferocity, caling upon gods and acts Toby had never heard of. When Mr. Preston rolled
the window shut on its spool the pilot was emptied of mdice, al tensions of the departure now well fled.

"My, gr, that wasagood one," avoice said a Toby'sebow. It was Stan, beaming with appreciation of
the pungent profanity.

Not an opportune appearance. Mr. Preston skewered him with aglare. " Deckhands with opinions?
Noseto the planking, you!"

So it was hours before Toby learned why Stan was on the Natchez at dl, for Stan spent histime
manicuring the aready immaculate-looking pilot's nest and then theiron stairs and pine gangways nearby.
When Toby found him durping asteaming cup of blackbean in the rear gdley, Stan waxed € oquent.

"Treasure, that'swhy | signed on. Deckhand pays next to nothin' and the time-current made me sick a
sec or two, but I'm going to stick it out.”

"Uh, treasure?"

"I'm aready looking for those hydrogen hats. Nobody never spied any thisfar downstream, so | figure
you overshot, Toby, coming asfar down as us. They got to be above us, for sure.”

Toby nodded and listened to Stan gush about the star sapphires and fat rubies awaiting them and barely
avoided laughing and giving it al away. On the other hand, it had brought him afriend in a place he found
daunting.

"Too bad you had to give up your quest, though,” Stan said dyly.

"What?' Toby wasusing abowl of bluebeans to keep his mouth busy and was brought up short by this
odd remark.

"Y ou overshot another way. That Zom was who you wanted to find. Only you wanted the man in hisfirst
life, and that lies upstream.”

How Stan could swallow whole the hydrogen hat story and yet put together the truth about Toby's father
from little divers was a confoundment. Toby acknowledged thiswith a grunt and a begrudging nod, but
cut off further talk. There was on the river a curious assumption thet the river wasinfinitely long and that
therest of the esty amere shadow wreathed about the tel escoping downd ope that sucked the river ever
forward. So everything outside, esty-business and mechsand dl, was adistraction.

He had learned early in his downstreaming not to alow othersto indulgein yet another sentimentd tae of
apoor boy without amother's cosy love or afather's strong arm, heaved al unfriended upon the cold
charity of acensoriousworld. That was not the truth of it and if he did not tell them true they drew back
in white-eyed horror.

You are handling them just right.
The sudden spiking up of the Shibo fragment startled him. He stifled her, feding oddly guilty.

SEVEN
Temporal Turbulence

Theriver's easy water |lay close ashore. There the degp streams of bromium and mercury alowed the
induction coilsafirm grip, whilethe water current sped best in midstream. No hull-searing bromium



streams broke surface here, so the watch was comparatively at ease.

Mr. Preston explained that the Natchez had to hug the bank, thus separating it from the downstreaming
craft that lazed in the middle, harvesting the stiff current. Toby learned afew of the deft tricksfor
negotiating the points, bends, bars, idands, and reaches that encumbered the route. He resolved early
that if he ever became apilot he would stick to down-timing and leave the uptiming to those dead to
caution.

But the time-storm afflicted both types of craft.

Murmuring dark fell asthey cut acrossriver before the whorl of timethat awaited. It rose syphonlike a
mid-river, whereas reports as recent as yesterday back in town had said it clung to the shore opposite
where the Natchez now picked itsway.

"Moving quick, itis" Mr. Preston said sternly at the whes!.

The whirling foam-white column dimpled and reddened the images of forest and plain aboveit. Toby
stood to the corner of the pilot's nest and soon exhausted everything he could remember about seeing the
storm days before, which proved of no use, for the tempest had grown and shaped itself into atwisted
figure-eight knot that spewed black water and grey-meta fountains.

Rain pelted the pilot's nest windows. The cyclone air sucked light from around them. Blue-black traceries
made afretwork above. Toward shore Toby saw the trees dim into spider web outlines. Winds whipped
and blasted at the Natchez, bending trees and turning up the pale underside of their leaves so that waves
of colour washed over the canopy. Treestossed their ams asif in panic. With ashriek one of the
Natchez's chimneyswrenched and split and the top haf flopped down on the foredeck. Crew ran out to
cut it free and toss it overboard. Toby saw Stan with them, sawing frantically asthe wind blasted them
nearly off their feet. Pedls of profanity blossomed on lips, so close Toby could read them, but a gust
whipped the words away.

Thiswas no ordinary wind. It ripped and cut the air, warping images so that men labouring seemed to go
in agonising dow motion, then frantic speed, dl the while stretched and yanked and pounded out of
shape by invisbleforces.

Then — sssssttt! — avacuum hissjerked abrilliant glory-filled radiance into the sky. An ethered glow
flooded the deck. Y et ashore lay in gloom. Treetops plunged and wrestled with imaginary antagonists. At
mid-river foam spouted.

Another ssssstttt! and acrash and the ship fell afull man's height, splashing itsdf into abath of hot
effervescence. In afragment of a second the air got dark as sin and thunder rumbled acrossthe sky like
empty barrdsrolling down stone gairs.

And then they were out. The gale became a scenic protuberance on amild river again and the pilot said,
"Tempord turbulence wasmild thisgo.”

It did not seem so to Toby as he sat on astool and got his breathing in order again.

When he saw Stan later the young man said, surprised, "Twist? Stretched legs? | never felt any such." —
and Toby understood that the shiftings and unsteadiness of both time and space were the province of
each particular observer. No onefdt the same effects. But the truncated chimney, now being hastily
restored by Stan and othersin afull sweat, spoke of how real the waverings of time could be.

They cut across once more, skirting abig bar of auminium that gleamed dully, and could snatch the hull



from an induction ship in apassng ingtant. Thistook the Natchez near the shore where Toby had left his
skiff. With Mr. Preston’s binoculars he searched the blue-green brush but could find no trace of it.

"Somebody stole it," he said, outraged.

"Or dseateit," the pilot said, smiling.

"l didn't grow that siff, it'snot alive. | sawed and hammered it and dapped on scrap metd .
"Maybetimeateit,” wasdl the pilot would say.

The shore seemed watery and indeterminate, ablue-green emulsion. Asthey best their way upstream his
respect for the pilot grew. No prominence would stick to its shape long enough for Toby to make up his
mind what form it truly was. Hills dissolved asif they were butter mountains|eft on adining room table
during awarm Sunday afternoon.

Y et Mr. Preston somehow knew to make the Natchez waltz to starboard at some precise spot, else —
he explained — the ship would have a grave misunderstanding with a snag that would rip them stem to
gerninthetimeit took aman to yawvn. The murky waste of water and dumbering meta laid trapsfor
timeboaters of dl ked depths.

Mr. Preston made her shave the head of anidand where asmall temporal vortex had just broken from
the misty skin of the river, trimming it so close that trees banged and brushed the stern, nearly taking off a
curious passenger — who hurriedly disembarked at their first stop, leaving his bag. He babbled
something about haunted visions of headless women he had seen in the air. The crew guffawed and made
faces. Toby joined them.

EIGHT
The Eating I ce

The vagaries of induction shipswere of terrifying legend. Mot folk who lived near the river — and many,
indeed most, chose not to — reported seeing ships that winked into existence at awharf, offloaded
people and bagsin aspilling hurry, and dipped away with motors whining, to vanish momentslater by
first narrowing, then becoming a door-thin wedge that sometimes rose up into the air before thinning into
nothingness.

People who tried to keep pace with aship felt a pressure like amassive unseen hand upon them. They
tired, especialy going upstream. Thus most lived within less than aday'swalk of where they had been
born. By straining effort a strong man or woman could take foot or horseinto adistant town to find a
price for afresh crop, say, or purchase goods. Most preferred to let the induction ships ply their trade up
and down, hauling bales of finespun, say, and returning with store-bought wonders ordered from a gaudy
cataogue.

Some, though, booked passage on the ships, as much for theride asfor the destination. The Natchez's
main rooms were well gppointed with opulent armchairs and stuffed davenports, the doorways garnished
with bone-white wooden filigree of fanciful patterns and famous scenes of time-ditortion. Therewasa
technicolour symbolica mura of great pilotsin the main lounge, and in first-class cabins, aporcelan
doorknob and a genuine full-wall image sheet that gave an artistic view when caressed. The public rooms
featured curving cellings touched up with eegant gilt, and rain-shower-style chandeliers of glittering
glass-drops. Toby gazed at these jewelled confections and remembered seeing atrue Chanddier, the
grest citiesin space his distant ancestors had made. He enjoyed this place, but it was a humbled though
ripelife these people led.



Day passengers could get down to shirtdeeves and use along row of bowlsin the barber shop, which

a so boagted public towes, stiff public combs, and fragrant public soap. All thisimpressed Toby mightily.
He had never, not even in the pilot's own house, seen such opulence and finery. The Argo had been
clean, crisp, beautiful initsway — but not splendid and grand, likethis.

Passengers boarding from the small, straggling, shabby hamlets along shore echoed hiswide-eyed
reverence. Three days of cruising brought a certain bemused certitude to him, though, so that he gazed at
these scruffy travellersin their baggy clothes with the same elevated scorn asthe older crew.

Not that he inhabited the same celestid sphere asthe pilot himsdf. Mr. Preston's face wore lines earned
by watching the immemoria clashes of differing tempora potentials. His speech veered from eegant,
educated downriver cadences, to durred, folk-wise vernacular. Pilots boated in eternity, and they knew
it.

Toby wasdong for his passingly useful knowledge, not his skill. So when theinduction coilsfroze up he
hustled below on sharply barked command of the Cap'n, just as did Stan and the rest. Mr. Preston
stayed aoft, of course.

The vast engine room was afrenzy of shouted orders and shoving bodies. The power that drove them
uptime came separately from the huge copper armature that spun, when working properly, between
mammoth black iron magnets.

Normaly, running into the river's past would suck great bouts of energy from thewhirling metd. Butin
crosscutting the river, snaking through reefs and bromium upwelings, the pilot would sometimes end up
running & crosscurrent to the normal, and they would move for awhile upsiream, asfar as the normal
water current was concerned, but downstream and thus downtime, as the temporal contortions saw it.

Therewas no generd sign of this, though Toby thought he glimpsed far out in the river ahuge, ghostly
ship that flickered into being for amere shaved second. It had greet fat towers belching grimy smoke,
portholes brimming with violet light, and a craft hovering in the air like agargantuan insect, vanes churning
the mist above, asif it were aswollen predator mosquito about to attack ameta whale.

Then — ssstttpp! — wind had whistled where the vison had floated, and a cry from bel ow announced
andl-hands.

Stan showed him the coated pipes and cables, already crusted hand-deep in hard, milk-whiteice. Boilers
nearby radiated intense heat into the room, but the time-coursing insde the pipes and cables sucked
energy from them so quickly that theice did not melt.

Toby and dl the other men fell to chipping and prying and hammering at theice. It was solid stuff. A
chunk fell off into Toby's hand and he momentarily saw the surface of a pipethat led directly into the
interior of the induction motors. Though normally shiny copper, now the pipe was eerily black.

He stuck hisnosein closeto see and heard the crack of arr itsdf freezing to the metdl.

"Hey, get back!" a crewwoman shouted, yanking him away just as the entire gap he had opened snapped
shut abruptly — air whooshing into the vacuum created, then freezing ingantly itsdlf, inturn sucking in
moreair.

Another man was not so fortunate, and froze three fingers rock-solid in amomentary crevicein the pipe
ice. His cries scarcely turned a head asthey al laboured to break off and heat away the fast-growing
white burden.



A cable sagged under its accumul ating weight and snapped free. The high whine of dectrica power
waned when it did, and Toby felt red fear.

He had heard the tdles of induction ships frozen full up thisway, the infinite cold of inverse time sucking
hest, life, ar, and saf from them. The victim shipswere found, temporally displaced years and milesfrom
their presumed location, perpetua ivory icebergs adrift on the seemingly placid river.

Toby hacked and pried and at last dedgehammered the ice. The frost groaned and shrugged and
cresked asit swelled, like some living thing moaning with growing pains.

Across the engine room he heard another cry as awoman got her ankle caught by the snatching ice.
Gaes shrieked in to replace the condensing air. VVoices of the crew rosein panic.

And the Cap'n's bellow rang aboveit al, giving orders— "Belay that! Lever it out, man, heave on that
crowbar! Thomson, run there quick! Smashit, son!™”

— and abruptly the howling winds faded, the ice ceased surging.
"Ah," the Cap'n Sghed, "at last the pilot has deigned to direct us properly.”

Toby took some offence at this, for no pilot ever could read the true vector of the time-current flux. Mr.
Preston had brought them out of it, which should be fair enough.

There were awful tales of shipstruly mis-piloted. Of induction craft hurtling uptime out of control — solid
iceberg ships, with deep-frozen crew screaming upsiream toward the beginning of time. Of downriver
runaways, white-hot streaks that exploded, long before they could reach the legendary waterfdl at the
end of eternity.

But the Cap'n reflected on none of that. Toby learned then that the high station of apilot impliesthat a
pilot take harsh criticism at the dightest hint of imperfection.

NINE
Cairo

Casks and barrels and hogsheads blocked the quay but could not conced from the pilot's nest the
sprawling green beauty of the city.

Even the blocks of commercia warehousing sprouted verdant and spring-fresh from the soil. Cairo had
perfected the fast-spreading art of growing itsdf from its own rich loam. This art was much easier than
planting and raising trees, only to chop them down, dice them with band saws, plane them out, and
fashion them elaborately into planks, beams, joists, braces, girders, struts, and dowels, al to make
shdlter.

Such eassful grace demanded a deep sort of knowing. The folk of Cairo fathomed the double-twisted
heart of living things.

The Natchez rang three bells as it docked. Uprivermen often had awoman in every port and the bells
announced which Cap'n thiswas, so that the correct lady could come to wel come him — sometimes for
only an hour or two, in his cabin, before departure for the next port uptime. The vagaries and moods of
the time currentsled to many ahasty assignation. But the Cap'n of a swift ship might enjoy another such
succulent daliance quite soon — if hewere physically able.

A red-faced lady brushed by Toby on the gangplank as he went ashore. He gave her no notice as he



contemplated staying herein theriver'sbiggest city.

His head was crammed with lore he had learned in the pilot's nest. At once he went to Cairo city hall and
consulted the log of citizens. There was no notation concerning hisfather, but then it had been aforlorn
hope anyway. His father was never oneto let apiece of paper tag along behind like adog, only to bite
him later. Toby swallowed the disgppointment and let hislong-smmering anger supply him with fresh
energy.

Stan caught up to him and together they patrolled the streets, Stan doing the talking and Toby striding
with hands jammed in pockets, bewitched by the sights. He had | eft his banged-up battle gear on the ship

and stepped lightly.
The salf-grown houses rose seamlessly from fruitful soil.

Seed-crafters advertised with gaudy signs, some the new neon-piping sort that spelled out whole words
in garish, jumpy brilliance— Skillgrower, Houseraiser, even Custom Homebl ossoms.

They wandered through raucous bars, high-arched malls, viny factory-circles, and found them smoothly,
effortlesdy degant, their atmospheres moist with fragrances that issued from their satiny woods. Women
worked loomsthat grew directly from the damp earth. Stan asked one of these |abouring ladieswhy she
could not smply grow her clothes straight on the bush, and she laughed, replying, " Fashion changes much
too quick for that, Sr!" and then smothered a giggle at Stan's misshapen trousers and sagging jacket.

This put Stan of amind to carouse, and soon Toby found himsdf strolling through adimly lit street that
reeked of, as Stan put it, "used beer.”

The women who lounged in the doorways here were datternly in their scarlet bodices and jet-black,
ribbed corsets. Far different from the blocky, muscular women prized so in Family Bishop.

Toby felt hisface flush and recaled atime long ago, in the Citadel Bishop school. Family Bishop was
grict in matters of lineage, which trandated into atight sexua code until the mating age.

The boys coach had given them al a sheet of specia paper and a pen that wrote invisibly, with ordersto
draw acircle for each time they masturbated — "shaking hands with your best friend,” he cdled it. The
invighility wasto preclude discovery and embarrassmernt.

At the end of amonth they had al brought the sheetsin. The coach had hung them up in rows and
darkened the classroom, then turned on aspecid lamp. Itsviolet glow revealed the circles, ranks upon
ranks of them, to the suddenly silent boys. "This," the coach had said, "isthe way God seesyou. Y our
inner life"

Theam of dl thisdisplayed sn wasto get the boysto cut down on their frequency, for londy Onan's
dissipation sapped the intellectua skills— or so the theory went. His I saac Aspect had supplied dataon
Onan, cdling it a'folk tal€ and sniffing with disdain at such primitive sexud mores.

Instead, the exercise led to endless boagting, after they had returned to daylight and each knew hisown
circle-count, and yet could claim the highest number present, which was one hundred and seven.

Toby had attained a mere eighty-six, somewhat cowed by the exerciseitsdlf. Later he fdt that if he had
known the end in mind, he could have pushed himself over ahundred, easy.

In Cairo, sophiticated women were easily available. He felt avague loyalty to Besen, troubled by his
memory of her image trapped in the cube in Mr. Preston's house. Was she il dive? Would she mind his
indulging himsdf?



Lust banished such fine digtinctions, leaving him with afidgety tautness. But the women beckoning with
lacquered leers and painted fingers and arched blue eyebrows somehow did not appeal. He remembered
Besen'slopsided smile and missed it terribly.

Stan made some fun of him for this. Toby reacted with surly svearwords, most fresh-learned from Mr.
Preston.

Anger irked his somach. He left Stan bargaining with amilk-skinned woman who advertised with red
hair and hipsthat seemed as wide asthe river, and made hisway through the darkling city. If hisfather
had come thisway there would be asign. He had only to find it.

TEN
Zom Master

Labyrinths of inky geometry enclosed him. Passing conversations came to him muffled and softly
discordant as he worked hisway among the large commercid buildings near the docks. Here the jobbing
trade waxed strong, together with foundries, machine shops, oil presses, flax mills, and towering elevators
for diverse crops, dl springing from theintricately tailored lifecrafts known best in Cairo.

Not that such arts grew no blemishes. Slick yellow fungus coated the cobbled sireets, dippery
malignanciesthat sucked at Toby's hedls, yearning to digest him. Trough-like gutterswere awash in fetid
fluids, some stagnant and brown-scummed, others running fast and as high asthe thick curbstones.

Each building had amighty cask, severd stories high, grown out from the building itself and shooting
dtilt-roots down to support the great weight of rainwater it held. Never near the river was there enough
top-s0il to support wells. The passing veils of rain were dl Cairo had, and asif to make this point,
droplets began to form in the mist overhead and spatter Toby as he searched.

He descended into alowland zone of the city, where the streets lay silent, with an empty Sunday aspect.
But the wrought-iron symbology on the ramshackle buildings here told the reason. They made heavy,
rugged ciphers and monograms, filled in with delicate cobwebs of baffling, intricate weave. Toby could
meake out in the gathering gloom the Signs of Zom businesses, bearing the skulls and ribbed
ornamentation. This solidity offset other fragilities. Cairo dwelled so near the great time-storm arcsthat its
folk aways spoke conditionally, ending their statements about eventswith 'so far' and 'seemsto be' and
'in the sweet sometimey’.

Hisbad luck, of course, that the timestone glow would ebb &t just thistime. Therain dribbled away,
leaving adank cold. He looked upward and saw that far overhead was a broad idand of sandy waste,
interrupting the timestone, and so leaving this part of the city permanently darker. So they had decided to
put the Zom industry here, in congtant gloom.

He peed againgt abuilding, reasoning that it would help it to grow just like any plant — though he did
modestly dip down aside dley to do it. So Toby was off the street when asquad of Zom women came

by.

They shambled, chill-racked and yellow-faced, eyes playing about asif in addled wonder, and one saw
Toby. She grinned, an awful rictus, and licked her lips and hoisted her skirt with one hand, gesturing with
the other index finger, eyebrowsraised. Toby was so transfixed he stopped urinating and stood there
shock-gtill until findly the Zom shrugged and went on with the other miserables. His heart restarted again
some time after and he put himself back in his pants.

Zoms were accepted as anecessity for their brute |abour, hetold himsdlf. Still his bresth came short, his



chest grew tight and fluttery. He chided himsdlf.
Following the Zoms was easy. In astreet of wavering oil lampswasthe Zom Raiser.

The man wastdl, in astovepipe-thin charcod suit. He sat in a spacious room, working at an ancient
stone desk, scribbling on aflat computer face. Along the walls were deep a coves sunk into shadow.

"I'mlooking for a, my father. | thought maybe —"
"Yesyes" theman said. "An old story. Go ahead, look."
This abruptness startled Toby so that it was some moments before he fully realised what he saw.

Grimy oil lamps cast dim yellow radiance across long rows of danted boards, al bearing adult corpses.
They were not shrouded, but wore work clothes, some mud-caked. Toby waked down the rows and
peered into bloodless, rigid faces. In the acoves were babes laid out in white shrouds.

All had the necessary ribbed ironwork cage about them. Pale revitalising fluids coursed through tubesinto
their nogtrils, pumped by separate hearts — bulbous, scarlet muscles attached at the ribs, pulsing. The
fluids did their duggish work down through the body, sending torpid waves washing from the sghing
chest through the thick guts and into the trembling legs. Their charge expended, the fluids emerged a deep
green from the rumps, and spilled into narrow troughs cut into the hardwood floor.

Amid echoing drips and splashes he returned to the stone desk, an idand of luminosity in the codl,
clammy slence. "Héesnot here.”

"Not surprisng. We move them on fast.” The man's degp-sunken eyes gave nothing away.
"Y ou raised anybody looks like me?"
"Got anamefor him?"

Toby gaveit. The man studied aleather-bound ledger and said, "No, not in the records. Say, though, |
recal something ... "

Toby seized the Zom Raiser by the shoulders. "What?"

"Leggo. Leggo, | say." He shied back and when Toby's hands left him he straightened himself theway a
chicken shakesitsfeathersinto order. ™Y ou damn fools come barging in here, youre dways—"

"Tdl me"

Something in Toby's voice made the man cease and study him for along moment. "'l wastrying to
recollect. I've seen must be adozen look sortalike you, if | 'member right.”

Toby fdt histhroat tighten. They knew he was here and were copying Killeens to hunt him down.
"Deder comesin here with one every week or s0."
"From where?'

"Getsthem in the countryside, he says. Brings them here for kindling up to strength. Got a storage place
for them."

"Where?'



"Last | heard, 'bout seven blocks over."
"Whichway?'
"Annunciation and Poydras. Big long shed, tin roof."

Toby made hisway through the rain-dicked streets, getting lost twice in his hurried confusion and dipping
on something dimy he did not want to look at. He got to the low building as afigure came out the other
end of it and something made him step back into the street and watch the man hurry away. He went
ingde and there was nobody there except five Zomswho lay on ready-racks, chilled down and with
brass amulets covering their faces. A gathering sense of betrayal caught in his mouth and Toby trotted
down the empty aideswhere Zomswould labour in the day, the danting grey light making every object
ghostly and threstening.

He knew before he reached the end of it that the Zom Raiser had played him for afool dl aong. While
Toby wasfinding hisway here the man had somehow sent word.

He had hoped that the true Killeen would be here somehow, that perhaps his father was making the
copies himsdlf to aid his search. But it wasfar more likely that mechs had humans working for them.
Toby should flee. He did not want to give up but thelogic of it was clear and he had hafway turned when
something fdll out of the dark roof above.

He dove sdeways over aZom without thinking. The thing waslike a pae plate of meat spreading in the
ar likeaflightlessbird. It struck him smartly intheleg. An dectric-blue blazerosein hiseyes. His
sensorium crumpled and flashed with sparking pain. The Zom'sflesh was hard and cool ashefell across
the body. Agony was climbing up his spine, coming for him. Thefrying intengty told him thiswasa
high-order mech offensive weapon. He twisted on the dimy cool Zom and hislegs cramped up with the
shooting sting. That made it hard to roll but he grabbed the Zom's head. It was awoman and he had to
jam hishand into her open mouth to get the leverage. He dithered out from under the weight. The thing
held on but he reached back and jabbed it with his gloved hand. Stiff fingers dug into aresstancelike
molasses. It shied away and he hit the floor. The mech device spread an 0ozing stain over the Zom.

Maybe it had mistaken the Zom for him. Toby did not wait to find out.

ELEVEN
The Past IsLabyrinth

Three deep, melow bell notesfloated off across the sublime skin of theriver and some moments later
came wafting back, stegpened into treble and shortened in duration.

"Meanswe're getting closeto thearc,” Mr. Preston said.
Toby narrowed his eyes, searching the gloom before them. "Can't seeathing.”

"The bell notes get scrunched up by the time-wind, then bounce back to us. Better guide than seeing the
arcs, sometimes. They twidt the light, give you spaghetti pictures.”

Toby would have preferred to watch the treacherous standing curves of frothy water, for he had seen
one smash aflatboat to splinters on histrip down.

A deep hush brooded upon the river. He felt a haunting sense of isolation, remoteness from the bustle of
Cairo, though they were only hours upstream from it. He had felt bad about what would happen if mechs
pursued him to the ship and so had hid out in abar until the last moment. With his sensorium damped to



zero he sat and brooded and decided never to activate the sensorium again. It was not the risk to himsalf
so much, but the danger to the people he worked with.

They shdtered herein away he supposed wastypica of humanity everywhere, given haf the chance.
They clung to a past and he passed among them in dangerous disguise. He could not bring mechs down
upon hisfriends.

He crept down to the river. To the ship. When he came aboard there was nothing remarkable, or at least
nothing remarked. It had taken awhileto get his cam back, to begin thinking again.

To starboard he could make out solid walls of dusky forest softening into somber grey. Mr. Preston
sounded the bells again and the steepened echoes came, quicker and sharper thistime.

Then theriver seemed to open itsdlf, reveding firgt the foamy feet and then the marvellous high swoop of
the arcs. Silently they churned at their thick feet, sending waves to announce their power. Y et asthe
Natchez came up, holding tight to the opposite shore, the water was glass-smooth, with mercury
bresking at mid-river and sending spectra flags of glittering mist into an eexily Hill air.

Thistranquillity fractured. A wall of thunder shook the glasswindows of the pilot's nest.

"Whoa!" Mr. Preston called and dammed on the power. The induction motors sent ashock through the
decking.

"It look the way you seen it last?" Mr. Preston never took his eyes from the arcs. They were shimmering
pink and blue now.

"Yesdgr, only thetdl one, it had abigger foot.”
"Y ou shoot down through here?!

"Nossir, stayed out by that sand bar.”

"Damn right you were, too."

Toby had, in the chop and splash of it, been given no choice whatever. But he said nothing, just held on.
The deck bucked, popped, complained.

"Eddy running here up the bank to well beyond the point,” Mr. Preston said, betraying some excitement
despite himsdf. "Might get us through without we have to comb our hair afterward.”

They went flying up the shore so close that twigs snapped off on the chimneys. Mist churned the air
fever-pink. Drum-roll bass notes came up through Toby's boots. "Hold on for the surgel” Mr. Preston
cdled, asif anyonewasn't dready, and it hit.

The Natchez struck the vortex whorl plunging by near the point. The suck of it stretched clear acrossthe
river thistime, an enormous mouth of mercury and bromium seething brown and slver together in
smeared curves. The ship whirled around, Toby thought as his ssomach lurched, like afavourite top his
mother had given him, possessing the mysterious ability to stand so long asit spun.

This abstract memory lasted one breath and then water crashed over the pilot's nest and smashed in the
aft window. The ship careened to port. Time-torques whipsawed the groaning timbers. An eddy seized
her and crunched one of her chimneysinto pathetic torn tin. Concussion clapped Toby's ears and left his
head ringing. Lightning-quick flashes of ruby radiance forked from the river and ran caressing over the
upper decks.



Shouts. Screams.

Athwart the current, then with it, the Natchez shot free of the howling whorl. Within amere moment they
brought up hard in the woods at the next bend. Ordinarily this would have been an embarrassment for a
pilot, but asit came from passing uptime against the arcs, it was addiverance, apendlty, astrivia asa
dingy tip left after abanquet.

In the lapsed quiet afterward they drummed upstream and Toby watched the shoreline for sgnshe
remembered. Coming back to this place meant he could partly reverse the esty gradient. He figured that
would get him back onto atime axis closer to the period shared with the portd cities. Maybe — just
maybe, because people here didn't want to talk about the esty at all — he could get closer to the source
of Killeens.

He had not told anyone that, but Mr. Preston gave him sidewise glances now and then. Stan, after the
obligatory ragging of Toby for having shied away from the women of easy virtue, kept pestering him
about finding hydrogen hats. So Toby spent long hours pretending, watching beady-eyed the dense,
uncut forest roll by.

To him the richness here was vaster than downriver, thicker and mysterious beyond ready expression.
He had not the wit nor especidly the yearsto savour it fully; taste comes with age and is perhapsits only
reward, though he knew some caled the same thing wisdom.

He saw the great dow-working chains of cause and effect on the river — forceswhich, though elusivein
the redolent natura wealth, in hard fact underpinned al the sweeping vidtas, the realms of aery compass,
theinfinitesmal machineries of wood and leaf. The young must make their way in aworld that isan
enormous puzzle, so he watched the shifting hues quick-eyed, a student of the forever fluid, knowing that
the dlver river might foam suddenly to suck him under or contrariwise spew him doft in afrothy geyser
— dl beautiful events, he supposed, but they would leave him no less dead.

Toby kept lively advising Mr. Preston on reefs and bars. He inspected the passing acres of lumber rafts,
great pde platforms behind which the launch could conced itsdlf. Likewise each bulky barge and the
trading scows that peddled from farm to farm, the peddier's family hanging out wash on deck and kids
caling hullos. So when Stan shouted up from the passenger deck, " See that! Must be! Must be!" Toby
felt aspur of irritation at being distracted from hiswork.

Stan scampered aft and poled aboard some floating debris, then had the temerity to carry it forward to
the pilot's nest.

Mr. Preston scowled and looked to bite his moustache at the sight of a mere deckhand intruding, but
before Toby could shoo Stan out he saw the flowerlike grey thing Stan carried.

"It'sahat! A postive hat,” Stan burbled. ""Pure hydrogen — worth plenty on its own, wager me— and
lookee here.”

Stan proudly displayed broaches and pins mounted into the gunmetal-grey thing, which to Toby's
immense surprise surely did resemble ahat. It was nearly weightless yet hard and the jewels gleamed
with inner radiance.

"And you led me straight on it, too, Toby, I'll not forget,” Stan said. "I'll share out the proceeds, yessir."
"Uh, surething.”

Mr. Preston's stormy face had turned mild as he studied the hat. "Never seen anything like this. How far



upriver you say you come from?' He peered at Toby.

"Good bit further,” was al Toby could say, for indeed that was so, but the shore already |ooked odd and
contorted to him, as though his memory was warping.

That was nothing compared to the consternation he felt but could not give ahint of, for the hat story was
total yarning— yet herewas an actud, in-fact, bejewelled hydrogen hat, worth many amonth's pay.

His befuddiement got swept away soon enough by the twisty demands of the river. Under Mr. Preston
he was coming to see that the face of the wedded water and meta was awondrous book, onein adead
language to him before but now speaking cherished secrets. Every fresh point they rounded told anew
tale. No page was empty. A passenger might be charmed by achurning dimple on its skin, but to atrue
riverman that was an italicised shout, announcing awreak or reef of wrenching space-time Vortex about
to break through from the undercrust of timestone.

Passengers went oooh and aahhh at the pretty picturesthe silver river painted for them without reading a
singleword of the dark text it truly was. A lonelog floating across the prow could bein truth a
jack-jawed beast bent on dining upon the tasty wooden hull. A set of boiling, standing rings spoke of a
whorl that could est an entire induction disk.

Mr. Preston would sometimes muse out loud as they rounded a point and beheld afresh vigta, "That
danting brown mark — what you make of that?1'd say abar of ground-up metal, dissolving now in the
bromine current. Seethat dick place? Shoaling up now, be worse when we head back down. River's
fishing for induction shipsright there, you mark.”

Bust mostly Mr. Preston asked Toby the questions, for the river perpetualy toreitself down, danced
over its own banks, made merry of memory. They saw afarmer had shoved down pilingsto hold his
ground, even set acrazy-rail fence atop it, only to have the blithe momentum strip and pry and overrun
hisfetters, brek his handcuffs, and laugh as the lawless currents— seemingly enraged by this
confinement — dripped hisworldly dominion.

Inal of it Toby looked for hisfather. There was precious little sign of anything from outsde this
enormous long river-land. But he felt himself drawing backward in time as the ship pressed them againgt
the esty grade.

Mr. Preston brought aboard aloca 'memory man' to hel p them through a set of neck-twisting
ostillations, and the fellow digplayed the affliction Toby had heard of but never witnessed. To remember
everything meant that dl eventswere of the same sze.

The short, swarthy man sat in the pilot's nest and guided them well enough through the first two
swaybacks, with reefs and snags galore, but on the third he began to tell the history of the
shaggle-toothed tree that had fallen in at the lee shore and so stopped them from using the close-pass
there, and from that tree went on to the famous boiling timestone eruption that had scorched the tree, and
from that to aminute rendition of the efforts of Farmer Finn, who had saved his crops by building a
duice-diverter of theriver, to Finn'swifewho ran off with apreacher, only people then found out he was
no preacher at al but in fact a felon escaped from somejail uptime, which suggested to the memory man
the way laws had to be deformed here to accord with the passage back and forth in eras of relatives and
wives and husbands, which brought forth the scandal of the lady in ared dresswho had taken on al the
men at adance once, hiking her skirtsfor each in turn plain as day, outside againgt the wall, and from
there was but a step to the intricate discussion of dance steps the memory man had learned (since he
learned anything merely by seeing it once), complete with toe-tapping demonstrations on the deck — so
that Mr. Preston had to yank the man's attention back to the veering river beforeit gutted them on an



duminium resf.

Within minutes, though, the memory man would drift into more tedious jaw about whatever strayed into
view of his panoramic mind. Mr. Preston bore thisfor the swings and sways of those bends, and then put
the memory man ashore with full pay. The man didn't seem to mind, and left till maundering on about
great accidents of the past and where their survivorslived now and how they were doing.

Toby slently envied the man, though, for at least he did know exactly that one short portion of theriver,
whereas Toby's own memory betrayed him at each new rounding. Ilands and bars arose from the water
where none had been before, hismind told him. Theriver ran in new side-channels and had seemingly cut
across headlands to forge fresh entries, thrusting aside monumentd hillsides and carving away whatever
misunderstandings had arisen with the spongy, pliant forest.

"This sure looks to be a horseshoe curve here. Remember it?" Mr. Preston would ask, and Toby would
peer through the misty wreaths that often wrapped theriver, and shake his head.

On this particular one they hauled ashore, because a passenger thought he lived near here, though could
not spot any landmark either, but wanted to try his own luck. Toby went ashore and dogged through
brambles and sandy |oam across the neck of the horseshoe, arriving well before the Natchez got there,
coming hard-chuffing around the curve.

These branchesand inletslay in his past, yet despite their here-and-now solidity they had wriggled into
new shapes, oddities of growth, even whole fresh porticoed master-houses. Sowly it dawned on Toby
that none of this surprised Mr. Preston.

"Every time we go upriver, thingslay different,” Mr.
Preston said, twirling atoothpick in hismouth as hisonly sign of agitation.

"Damnfire,” Toby said, anew curse he had picked up and was proud to sport. "What useisamemory
man, then?'

"Better than nothing, isal."

They were near to drawing al the water there was in the channel, a curious tide having sucked streamers
up and into the clouds above. The hull caught and broke free and then snagged again, so Mr. Preston
had to order the induction motors up to full, wrenching them off the bed of the river by sheer magnetic
ferocity.

"Sure seemsthat way," Toby said. "Why'd you hire me as guide, then?"

"Y our knowledgeisfor certain fresher than any | could find. And you're young enough, you don't think
you know every damnthing."

They were going dow, deck humming, riding on magnetic cushionsthat Toby thought of as bunched stedl
coils. Mr. Preston said that wasn't far wrong, only you couldn't feel or see the wires. They were more
like wrestling magnetic ghosts.

"Sometimes atime-tide will come and cut alittle gutter acrossaneck of land,” Mr. Preston went on. "l
saw one once while | was shipping downstream, no bigger than a garden path it was. Shimmered and
snaked and snapped yellow fire. Now, there were handsome properties along that shore. But inland from
there was aworthless old farm. When | came back uptime on the old Reuben, that li'l time-twist had cut
abig course through. Diverted the whole damn river, it did. Shooting off crimson sparklers, till. That old
farm was now smack on theriver, prime land, worth ten times more. The big places that had been on the



river sood inland. No ship could reach them.”
"Lucky," Toby said.

Mr. Preston grinned. "Wasit? Lot of people got mad, accused the family that owned the old farm of
darting that time-wrinkle."

"How could they?"

"Who'sto say? Isthereaway to figureit? The past islabyrinth, truly. Givetime ashove here, atuck
there? Anybody who knows how, sure don't talk about it."

TWELVE
Whorl

Toby fdt himsdf lost in adense, impenetrable maze of riverways. Coming upstream againg the
time-pressure now refracted the very air.

Smooth and serene the mgjestic mud-streaked expanse had seemed as he drifted down oblivioudy in his
skiff. Now the shore was morasses and canebrakes and even whole big plantations, the grand main
houses beautiful with their ivory columns. He often gazed up at the world hanging overhead, too, lands of
hazy mystery. A ripple passed, flexing the entire tubular esty, and Toby felt suddenly that they dl lived in
the entrails of agreat beast, an unknowable thing that visited the most awful of calamities upon mere
humans by merely easing itsbowels.

Thewhorl came upon them without warning. It burst through achannd of bromium, cailing likea
blue-green serpent up into the shimmering air. A thunderclap banged into the pilot's nest and blew in two
windows.

Toby saw it from the mid-deck where he was helping Stan and two men with some baling. The glass
scroll window shattered but did not catch Mr. Preston in the face, so when Toby raced in the pilot was
aready bringing the Natchez about, clawing away from the swelling cloud-wrack.

Thewhorl soared, streamers breaking from it to split the congedling air with yelow forked lightning. Toby
saw it hesitate a its high point, asif deciding whether to plunge on across and bury itself in the forest-wall
hanging far overhead. Then it shook itself, vigorous with the strength of the newborn, and shot riverward.

The slver river seemed to yearn for this consummation, for it buoyed in up-sucking ardour and kissed the
descending column. Ingtantly afoam of muddy water and amist of meta soared through the time-whorl,
writing agreet inverted U that bubbled and frothed and steam-hissed amid more sharp thunder-cracks.

"Damn!" Mr. Preston cried. "That'll block usfor sure.”

Toby held tight to astanchion. "Can't we shoot by — "

"Itl riptide usto pieces, wetry that."

A blistering gale broke over the Natchez. "Youfigureitll last long?'
"Thishig aone, you bet."

The Natchez beat steadily away from the whorl, which twisted and shuffled its water-feet around on the
skin of the river. Mud and logs sucked up into it tumbled and seemed to break apart and come together
again. Inthe midst of what looked like awater-wave Toby saw alog burst into orange flame. It turned



dow-moation, streaming black smoke, and smacked full into theriver.

Then he saw the mechs. They had been hiding among some weeping willows. Silvery and quick, they fled
asthewhorl lashed Sdewise.

Suddenly it made sense to him. The whorl was away into this esty tube and thus a gateway to be
policed. It was a so the obvious place to wait for anyone, if you knew their ways.

Mechs didn't know him. But Killeen did.
Toby caled, "Wait! Let'sstay awhile, seeif it—"
"Shut up, boy. Were running downtime.”

Even the Cap'n could not overrule apilot reversing course for safety. Toby stood frozen as the mechs
lifted off the shordline. They were angular and reminded him of the Rettler that had nearly killed him long
ago. These were more advanced.

They were coming. They would kill hisfriends.
Tentatively he resurrected his sensorium. Nothing. Then —

A faint echo, anote he had not heard sounded for so long— Then he did not think anymore but smply
ran, down theiron stairs and pine gangway and over — into the water. He flailed about for adesperate
moment — he had forgotten his battle gear — then struck for shore.

Stan shouted behind him but he did not look around. He estimated the mechs could see him clearly by
now. Good.

But then he heard awhooshing boom, like agiant drawing its breath. The mechs glided beside the funndl
mouth of thewhorl. A ribbed light pulsed from them. It pushed the whorl ... dowly ... fagter ... but not
toward Toby. Toward the ship.

The sucking came skating on the choppy silver waters. It swooped with train-wreck malevolence down
upon the Natchez and drew it up, elongating the decks like rubber stretched to itslimit and then
cracking. A deckhand jumped overboard and his body stretched to trand ucent thinness.

The Natchez squeezed and contorted and obeyed the call of warping forces. It shot up the whorl-mouth.
Tide-tides wrenched and wracked it and then it was gonein abrilliant last pearly flash. The glare burned
Toby'sface.

Toby had no time to think or mourn. The mouth regled, crackled and snaked and swept down upon him.
He had time to gulp air. Burning orange foam broke over him.

Legs, ams— both stretched involuntarily, as though some God were playing with his strings— yet he
was weightless. He knew he must be rising up on the whorl but he felt a sickened, belly-opening vacancy
of infinitefalling. He struggled not to fill hislungs asthe foam thronged at his skin, infested hisnose, pried
a hiseydids. Don't breathe! wasall he could think as he prepared for the time-crushed impact his
ingtincts told him was coming at the end of such aprotracted fal.

He smacked hard. In theriver again.

Bobbed to the surface. Paddled, gasping. Ignored the wave-wracked waters. Made the shore and
flopped uponiit.



THIRTEEN
Pur suit

The mechs were shattered on the shore. Something had blown big chunks of their ivory skins away.

In each holeamidmind lay splintered. Something about the unerring way each shot had found the
operating intelligence made him smile without humour.

A sweet dust of time blew high above theriver and there was no sign of the whorl. Or of the Natchez.

Toby followed the boot tracks he found over the next rise. The long strides led inland, so there was no
time-pressure to fight. He was wet and dazed but he hurried.

Inland the lush forest dribbled away into scrub desert. He realised whoever it was might back around on
him so he retraced his steps and erased signs of his passage from the water and onto safe stone. He
avoided vegetation where possible and did through bushes so that stems bent but did not bresk. This
was crucid, for abroken stem cannot be fixed without careful cutting and even so, asure reader of Sgns
would catchit. He could not let his excitement get him killed here. Leaving stems or branches pointing the
way you came was bad, too. They had to be gently urged back to arandom pattern. He mussed up a
scraped bush and tree so thet it looked to be from an animal, from biting or itch-easing. Stedlth spelled

ey,

His head pounded with a headache that worked its way into his eyes. So much had happened but he put
it asde, not thinking about Mr. Preston or Stan, just keeping on. It got dryer and abig-winged thing with
teeth flapped overhead, eyeing him for possibilities. Heflung arock at it.

Hewished for a blunderbuss tree, recalling the man who had threatened him with one of the awkward
weapons. But a big fallen branch served to make a club after he stripped the bark away.

The boot tracks showed hedls dug in from haste. He let his sensesfloat out ahead of him. His sensorium
wasfaulty, flickering.

Everything in the land fled from his footsteps. Lizards scattered into the nearest cracked rock.
Four-winged quail hovered in shadow, hoping you'd take them for stones, but at the last moment they
lost their nerve and burgt into franticaly flapping birds. Snakes evaporated, doves squeaked skyward,
rabbits crazy-legged away in adead heat. Fox, midget mountain horn, coyote— they melted into legend,
leaving only tracks and dung. The heart of the desert was pae sand, afield whose emptiness exposed life
herefor what it was: conjured out of nothingness and bound for it, too. Desert plants existed as exiles
from each other, hoarding their circles of water collection done silently benesth the sand by single-minded
roots. Vacancy waslife,

He caught asmdl fetid and pestiferous and knew ingtantly what it was. In the daying fields of severd
Laneshe had smdlled it.

He worked hisway around it by nose done. Sow, dow. When he findly looked down into the bowl-like
field he could see only sprawled dead. Men lay putrefying, faces puffed and lips bruised. Most were
gutted, appearing to give birth to their own entrails.

Thetime-whorls sometimes did this, disgorging people or matter from times and places no one knew.
What the induction ships did by labouring upstream, aflick of space-time could accomplishin an instant.
Sometimes carrion like this could still be saved for the Zom business.

But these men all worethe same face.



Toby turned to merge again with the brush and there he was.

The same features— angular, hollow-eyed with fatigue, afamiliar cut to the jawline and the downcurved
mouth. Toby compared it with his memories, carried now for what seemed like years, taken out and
studied every day.

"Who areyou?' Toby asked.

The voice was low and edged. “"What do you want?"

"Areyou red?| mean—"

The eyes gave nothing away. But that was how they had dways been. ™Y ou know me, son."
"In this place? Don't know what | know anymore."

The face congtricted as though wolfdark memories pressed againgt it from deep insde. "The mechs sent
out copies of me. | tried to warn you. Before the mechs hit the portd city, Andro helped me make a
genera release kind of message— "

"l saw it. A Wamdey character had it a abig library thing, apyramid —"
"Y ou've been there?' He was Sartled.
"Yeasgy. Mechsgot it. | had to run.”

"I've heard about thisWamdey. The porta people— Andro, remember? — say he comes from ‘way
far back. Warned me about him.”

"He seemed like ashrunk-up dwarf, that'sdl."
"Sure can't judge much around here by appearances.”

Toby moved carefully away from the bodies. ThisKilleen looked pretty nearly right, but then so did the
oneswith their guts vomiting out.

"What're they?' Toby gestured at the corpses.
"Copies. Themechs| just shot were making them.”
"Sending them downriver?'

"Must've been. They were gatekeepers, | guess.”
"That whorl out there on theriver?'

"Y easgy. They know how to open and closeit." The man who looked like Killeen jerked athumb at the
river where the mechslay. "They figured out how to get in and out of Lanes.”

"l candoit too."
The man again blinked with surprise. "Wheréd you learn?”
"Worked it out."

"Let'sget out of herethen."



Toby didn't want to look as though he were stalling and make this man cautious but he was il not sure.
"Where's Besen?'

"I don't know. | lost track of the whole Family when the mechs busted up the portd city."

It sounded all too convenient. He could kill thisoneif he could get it off guard. It wasin field gear but
without helmet.

The man said, "L ook, more mechs for surewill cometo replace those.”

Toby didn't like how this man kept pushing him. And thisKilleen was so haggard and washed out. That
could come from the copying process, whatever that was. "I'm not so— "

Let me speak to him. Please.

It was Shibo. A fragment risngin him.

Please. In the name of all we have been to each other.

It had an authority he had not felt before. Asif it had been waiting for this moment, saving its resources.

He hesitated and she reached up through him somehow. In acrisp instant he felt how it had been for her.
She had somehow rewritten hersdf into hisneurologica circuitry, lodged fragmentsin his Aspects,
hidden. All before he had decided to strip her chip from his spine.

If helet her get any control this Killeen could take him easily. He began tracing through his own recesses,
searching for her. Shefled. Then her voice chimed in him, clearly, unafraid:

Ask him if he remembers whether Family Knights take their boots off first
"Huh?' Toby said. The man gave him a puzzled [ook.

If Knights keep their boots on when they're on top.

Without knowing why he was doing it, Toby repeated the sentence.

The man's mouth opened and closed and then said, "What? Who's talking?'
"Shibo."

The man said dowly, "I thought you said once you didn't know."

Thediver of Shibo sad thinly,

Knights keep run-ready.

Toby repeated it and the man said, " So the one on top has to keep his boots on.” She answered,
What makes you say 'his ?

Killeen answered, "Y ou said you never got on top.” Toby was getting uncomfortable with this but he
repeated Shibo again, who said,

| wanted to be on top, be fast, wear boots.

"You learned how."



Good teacher.

The man grinned. " Seemed like you learned somewhere before me.”
Never learned your moves, naysay.

"Compliments, even. Y ou dways know how to get what you want."

Toby struggled to say something. All the knotted energy surrounding Shibo, of hiscarrying her asan
Aspect, of hisripping her out with crude tools when she went awry — al of it collided and tightened his
throat until he could not speak.

Anything, anything to get it again.

Thetiny voice was so desperate it opened aflood of sadnessin Toby. He croaked out the words for her.
The man's eyes widened and Shibo cried to Toby aone,

[t'shim! Him!

"Maybetherésaway for eventhat." Killeen peered into his son's eyes but without seeing him.

That's the point.

When Toby repeated it he was surprised to find tears had run down and over hislips.

"Y ou dways liked to joke about it."

Not really jokes.

"No, they werent."

Toby clasped the man and knew he was Killeen. Shibo laughed when they both did, not ajoke but joy.
A long moment passed between them. "Dad, Dad ... " No words.

Toby grinned and the two of them pounded each other on the back, the laughter just bubbling up and
out, and s0 hetook a moment to register Stresses arcing in the air, a pressing sharp presence —

The sky ripped open.
Above them a blackness spread like oily ooze acrossthe Lane.
"Down!" Killeen cdled.

Pointless, Toby thought. He crouched. Whatever was up there was sweeping fast. It ate the Lane. Edges
turned up like afire curling the pages of abook. But thisthing was consuming the esty itsdlf.

Il could not stop the Highers from alowing this. |

Heknew ingantly that thiswasthe Mantis. Its manifestation was different, tinged with currents of emotion
and echoing knowledge which he could not catch.

Helooked around them and felt the Mantis now as aseethein the air. Killeen was down infiring position
but their weapons plainly could do no good here.

A jab of pain. Heturned asasmall winged thing lifted off hisright arm. A metalic buzz, anxiouswith its



sngle-minded task. It shot away.

I have taken asample of you. Y oursisthe last DNA needed.

"I saw acopy of Abraham, Dad. The mechs must've read hisDNA and mind aswell."

"Damn!" Killeen shouted. But there was nothing for him to shoot.

| am the lowest of my Order which can speak to you primates. The Exalteds cannot occupy so narrow a
conceptual space. They have granted me specia abilitiesfor this supreme task. But other logics prevail ag
well. The Lane above is about to tear open into the wrack of the Eater. | cannot save you, but | did
come to harvest the youngest's genetic materid.

"Son, | figured it would help mefind you, so—"
"Youlet it help you get here”

Windsrose, growling. Leaves stripped from the bushes.
Killeen sad bitterly, "It didn't give me much choice.”

"I know." Toby gripped hisfather's arm. Something wordless passed between them asthey both
squatted, cowering beneath awhipping gale that shrieked toward the blackness above.

My tracking of you, Killeen, was always benign. | had hoped to harvest you al, once my obligation to the
Highers was exhausted. We could be together then.

"WEell rip your guts out!" Killeen spat back. Toby admired the bravado in hisfather's automatic answer.
Meaningless, of course.

ISuch consummtion is the greatest fate such as you can hope to share.

Killeen fired abolt at aglow that frisked through the air. Not the Mantis, no, but hisfather was never one
to meekly ligten.

Y ou have played arole, aswdll, in the bringing of fulfilment to our kind. When this sampleisreed, then
united with the codes of yoursdlf, Killeen, and your own father — perhaps we can speak then.

"Speak?' Toby shouted againgt the wind's howl. "Well die here!™

Il fear | cannot intervene to rescue you. This ety is coming apart. | now depart.

"Y ou can get usout!" Toby hollered.

| cannot waste time and energy opening aportal. My central task, brooking no compromise, isto save
this manifestation of mysdlf, to bring the sample of Toby to the Highers.

The entire dome above them swarmed with black, eating tongues.

Killeen cried, "Save Toby! Y ou dunno but what you'll need more than that little bit of him! Leave me,
take—"

But the Mantiswas gone.

The firgt booming shocks hit them then. Like immense drum rolls they flattened trees and smashed the
men to the ground.



Toby rolled, stunned. He looked up into the far sky and saw where the blackness was leading.
Pulverised knots of fiery orange fled away from it — backward, down. Fragments of the Lane. Ripped
away and aready tortured into incandescence.

Away. Inward. Toward thefind consuming point of the

Eater, the Sngularity cloaked in its own twisted geometry. The esty was spilling into the black hole. The
snarl of curvature had findly won. It would draw them to it, the final grave.

At firgt he saw the dust whorl in the corner of hiseye. He wastrying to concentrate on the swallowing
dark above even though the wind now battered at him. A limb hit him in the leg and gouged a painful
streak of red asit departed. Killeen wastrying to say something, amswaving. The violence
overwhelmed their sensoriacomm.

Bushes, grass, brown clouds of dirt — all tore and rasped at him.
Thefilmy thing standing besde him did not move.
Helooked at it squarethen and it said, "1 will open.”

It tried to make itself into the shape of aman but againgt the angry air that wasimpossible. Tiny motes
made it up, somehow holding crude shape againgt the gale.

He heard, very clearly, Do not think we are neglectful of you. We do hope you live to help.
He had fdlt that message before. It had saved him and he had never known why.
Then the esty beneath them vanished. They fdll.

PART SI X
Wedded to the Substrate

ONE
Partial to Primates

The bird would come, Nigel Wamdey knew. But at least he could carve out sometimefor himself. It
might bethe very last. He had fled to this pocket of esty in part because time ran differently here. He
used that to rest and reinvent himself.

The assault on the Library had been ashock but in thelong line of hislife there had been many such. He
did not know if he would find the magnetic storage of his Nikka but then he had been there before, too.

He had barely gotten away, helped by Highers— he thought. It was al wisps of memory.

He knew that in this manifestation he had to get a surer sense of himsdlf and that would take time. But the
Bishops and others were moving fast. So he came here. A place to scoop out a pocket of time, a pause
before going back to the play. Thelast act was coming.

There was enough food just for the gathering, at least for awhile. A bird assembled itself nearby and told
him that with the expected flow senses of timein the Lanes of importance to him, he could remain herea
while. He would be needed later. He did not ask what for because he knew by now there was no point
init.



He roved the narrow, bulbous Lane. He followed methods he had learned long ago in the American
Southwest, when he had been training with NASA and took solitary weekends wandering in the dry
canyons of New Mexico and Arizona.

Au revoir, Etats-Unis. Somewhere out therein the gdaxy's churn, Americawas aruin, wallslike
broken teeth on aplain. If even that. In Nigel the name echoed till.

Tracing the drainages upstream. Looking in shady acoves under the canyon walls. Here was sandy soil
that testified to the true age of the esty: enough to smmer and bake raw galactic matter into strataand
then wear it down to grains again. Animals had |eft litter — they knew shelter at least aswell as humans
— and pack rats stored their precious baubles. Humans were like other indolent, meandering species.
They had |eft debris cast aside asthey lounged, trash the true record of past celebrations. Shards, chips,
bits of metal and glass and unknown materias al mixed together. The warpage of time madeit impossible
to know how many centuries of relative interval had lodged these here but he took some odd reassurance
from the rubbish nonethdless.

Peopl e passed through, even here. They had heard that there were troubl es el sewhere but since the
mechs had not reached their particular remote Lanes they discounted most of it as meretak. Still,
everybody knew that travel was broadening.

Some were traders and somejust journeying with no particular destination in mind. The esty afforded
little certainty that once you set out you would arrive at a particular place on time and they were used to
that, too. It did not improve them much but at least it made them more interesting.

"Lord it was hard getting in here. When are you people going to get around to improving it?'
"Slightly after | leave," Nigel said with astraight face.

"Wheat kind of improvement?1'd suggest — "

"My leaving was theimprovement | had inmind."

"Haha Wéll, isthere any better flux point further on?'

"I don't think so0. The best way out isthe way you camein.”

"We would see the same scenery twice.”

"It looks better leaving.”

"Aren't wejug alittle distance in esty-cords from the Mg umbdahr Lane?!

"Which onewould that be?"

"Where they have that beautiful city?"

"I don't know how to measure how far it isbut | would venture that it is not nearly far enough.”
"Wel, | prefer citiesto thistrackless nothing.”

"Tracklessisthe best part about it."

"With more water it would be alot more like where we come from."

Nigel smiled. "What would be the point of another place like what you adready have?'



"Nobody hereto tak to anyway."

"I've been known to talk to myself."

Some uneasy laughter from the travellers and then one says, "'Y ou must get awful londly."
"I have good company.”

"Where are they?'

Pointing a hishead, hesad, "In here.”

"Uh, well, anything dangerous around here?'

"Therésyou.”

"We're not dangerous! We wouldn't hurt afly.”

"I'll haveto ask the flies about that."

"Y ou know, I'd liketo live here done like you."

"You cant."

"Why not?'

"If you come I'll be here and you won't be done. Neither will 1."
"Wéll, | mean dmost aone.”

"That'slike being dmost pregnant.”

"Y ou teke everything so literdly!™

"l don't take everything at dl. In fact | take amost nothing any longer.”

They would pass through with al the speed one could plausibly wish for but he was till far happier to see
the back of them than the front. On Earth one of the prevailing cliches had been that al people are
basicdly dike. To the extent that it was weskly trueit was also usaless because you never knew if they
were dikein being vicious or kind or anything in between. In any casethe variety was more interesting
than the smilarities. But then, he would think with ashrug, how could he ever lose faith in aspeciesthat
had such an endearing trait? Y ou could say whatever you liked to them and they would not take you
serioudy, not even take offence — aslong asyou told the gtrict truth. They never recognised it.

The bird came while he wasresting.
"Do not think we are neglectful of you," it warbled from abranch.

He watched its wings shimmer. Sometimesthe light from beyond it came through and he could see how
thin theilluson was. They manifested themselves thisway to anchor his attention. He knew it was not
necessary but appreciated the forma compliment of their taking the trouble.

"l need moretime here."

"Thereisnone. Y ou havelived long in thiswarpage.”



"I'mfar wdll warped mysdf.”

It never responded to wit, sarcasm, irony, or the rest of his habitual devices. Hewondered if the seething
band of particlesredly did spesk for ahigh intdligence; wasn't humour essentid?

"Matters moved athwart our courses.”

Wasthisther ideaof spesking to himin his own language? Maybe they had gotten hold of some
Shakespeare.

"Was there any Elizabethan poetry in the Library?' Let it work itsway through that chain of associations.
"No timefor entertainments.”

"Y ou mean idle conversation?'

"The mechanicas have the necessary genetic information.”

Hefelt astab of sadness. He had watched the Family Bishop saga, and many others, from such
time-swalowed foxholes asthis, for millennia. " Are the carriers dead?”

"Certainly so. They werein aLane which the mechanicas opened.”

"To get in?' That was routine. Expensive, againg the defences of the esty, but the mechanicas could
exert their powers at theright points and bring it off. They had before.

"Torupture.

"Bloody hell."

"They unlocked the coordinate structure.”

"How?"

"A one-to-one mapping of quantum coordinates to adoubly infinite manifold."

"l see" It wastalking down to him but he was used to that. " So they forced an identity of the coordinates
to thefirg manifold — "

"And then switched to the second.”
"Theesy unzipped.”

"Only in somefew hundred Lanes."
"Only." It did not catch the sarcasm.

"By design, they sdected Lanesfor high probability that one or more of the three genetic carrierswould
be present.”

"How many dead?" Pointless, but automatic.
"Unknown but exceeding five million primates. The species number count is higher Hill."

"Over fivemillion species?”



"Weaevas."

"So the Ecstasy Codes are out.”

"They will soon spread. To avert catastrophe we must summon dl help.”
"I'm not much use”

"Y ou have been effective in the past.”

"Ummm." He had seen the origind Codes, known in more recent eras as the Trigger Commands.
Portions of them had been handed down in the Galactic Library. For backup, the ancient Naturals had
stored them genetically. That had been the purposg, redly, of the Natural expedition to Earth solong
ago. Thewreck in Marginis crater he had helped explore, preserved in vacuum on Earth's moon, had
been acasudlty in the struggle between the mechs and the Naturds, a carnage steeped in huge history
before humanity had ever evolved.

And, he recaled wigtfully, he had met Nikkathere. Drawn to the shadowy haf-felt mysery, they had
recognised something in each other that went deep and true.

He pulled himsdlf back from the memories. Some stuck with him, no matter what. "Bit difficult to know
juswhotosaveinadl this"

"The mechanicads are working on the Grand Problem.”

"Ummm. So | saw." He remembered hislong expedition to the stuttering end of time, using the worm. His
sons and daughter, Benjamin and 1to and Angdlina, werelong gone into the Lanes, hotly pursuing their
own energetic destinies. Now and then he used the Library resourcesto locate them. They would have
grand reunions, swear to keep in better touch, and then they al would move on.

"You arethinking what?"'

"Impatient, aren't you?"'

"Themechanicdswill perish.”

"So? Primates are dying right now.”

"We cannot take sidesin the sense that a specific species can.”

It fidgeted on the branch it appeared to hold in razor-sharp talons. Alarming, perhaps, if they had not
been atenth of amillimetre deep.

"Y ou're not asingle pecies?’

"We are of aPhylum in which such subsections are meaningless. Species are ahuman category.”
"l don't follow."

"That iswhy you arein your Phylum."

"Um. Havel just been insulted?!

"Haveyou ever insulted an ant?'

"Now | know | have been."



"We cannot be partid to primates, | remind you."
"Think I'm just too caught up in species-specific behaviours, then?”
"Y ou must come.”

The bird skittered back and forth on itslimb, imitating the nervous behaviour of apigeon waiting for a
crumb. Good copy-work; they were getting better at nonverba sgnas.

He sghed. How many times had he rushed off in aid of the crisis of the moment? He truly did not know,
could not know. Intime, even intense memories get discarded if they are not essential. And much of what
he had done, down through millennia, had added up to very little.

| grow old, | grow old, | shall wear my trousersrolled.

The Bishops were another story. "I'll get my boots."

TWO
The Gathering Up

Killeen and Toby had to get repairs before they were workable again. The dippage through the esty
walls had bruised and sprained them in odd places. They had falen into amass of greasy vegetation and
ended up chopping their way out into a Lane neither of them had ever seen.

Toby bubbled with joy. Killeen watched him and his heart filled with memories of Toby's mother, of all
the hard times since. He had found his son again, after what seemed years— though in the esty, he
would never know how long it had been — and they were on the move again. They covered ground
without speaking much and that was just fine, too.

The shadowy figure who had spoken did not appear again. "Better thingsto do, probly,” Killeen said
wanly, nurang hisright leg. Hisinboards said it had alot of chem repairsto do and he should sit till. Or
lie down. Neither was easy.

"Cmon, Dad, giveit arest."

"But somethin's happening.”

"Without us, right now."

"But the Mantis— "

"l don't think we have to fidget about that. 1t find us.”
"That'swhat I'm trying to figure."

"What to do? It'll till be ableto knock usover."
"Naysay, not if those Trigger Codeswork."

Toby frowned. Killeen had told dl he knew but it came out Killeen fashion, abit fuzzy about the history
and details. "They'll kill them? Suredead?"

"Way | heard it was, it's like adisease. It makes them sick, then dead.”

"Breaks down their functions so they get lessand less able.”



"Yeasay." Hegot up and paced. He limped but theirritation was worth the feding of movement.
"Wed Hill best be careful of the Mantis, if it findsus.”

"But maybewe can truly kill it thistime."

"Thisisabout alot more than the Mantis.”

Killeen scowled. "Not for me."

Not for me.

He had learned something in his passage through this twisted place, Killeen redised. He had been a
drunk and afailure and then a Cap'n. He knew Bishop ways. These people nestled in here were
different.

Warriors were of aworld gpart, avery ancient one that ran in paralle with the comfortablelot of
humanity. He had listened to his Aspects when they talked to him of this. For thefirgt time he actually
found al the lore and history useful.

Thewarrior culture could never bethat of civilisation itself, although dl civilisationsin history owed their
very existence to the warrior. He had learned enough to know that once humans had come out of nature,
and so shared ingtincts that argued for flight, for intelligent cowardice, for sdf-interest. To pass on your
own precious genes, some would say, but it was for more than that: the Sdlf, lonely and communal both,
and knowing the tenson stretched between those two poles.

When humans had first come here they had snuck around and run when chalenged. Later humans got
better at war. Never as good as mechs, not in vacuum at least, but they held their own. In the Chandelier
times humanity had valued total obedience, self-sacrifice, hard-minded courage, honour. It had been a
big remorsaess engine, with ranks and orders and unthinking compliance.

Killeen preferred what his Arthur Aspect told him wasthe old way: fighting with relish and art and risks
chosen, not ordered.

Fighting was not away to die but precisaly the opposite. Y ou did not concentrate yoursalf to break
through your enemy because then you took bigger losses. There was always another day. The virtues of
human warriors, after the Chanddliers got smashed to ruins, were the old ones:. patience, avoidance,
wearing down the enemy with stealth and surprise and speed. Tradition, morae, cohesion.

Family. Bishops. Y ou could talk about geneticsand linksand dl but it just meant Family.
And the fight was never over.
"Capn!"

Killeen was stegping in his own ruminations. Still pacing. He spun with darm and had awegpon out
automatically and there was Cermo.

"Youred?'
"Damn-dl right | am!"

Sapping and hugging and the smell wasright too. Just in case.



Down through the years Cermo had always been solid and steady, an under-officer you could rely on at
your back in ascrap, and Killeen had never seen him happier. "Come here, Toby's—"

"Jazz!" Cermo's big laugh boomed out. "Damn big you are, boy."
Toby grinned. "No fat on you now neither."
"I'm not so dow now, yeasay."

He had been Cermo-the-Slow but somehow aways ended up in the thick of afight anyway. Killeen had
honestly wondered if the man had any fear inhim at dl. "Y ou got here pretty quick,” Killeen said.

"Not on my own. Thisfunny thing comesvist me. I'm out in flatass empty nowhere and it just pops up.”
Toby stopped grinning. "What'd it say?"

"Saysit wantsto help.”

"Something like, 'Do not think we are neglectful of you'?'

"Uh, yeasay. Infact —"

"The same exact words."

Cermo grinned and nodded.

Nothing happened for aday, no call to battle or further revelations, and they got hungry.
Foraging was not easy in alandscape you didn't understand.

This Lane proved that not al the esty had been made to please Man. Here the bluffs and ridges |ooked
like they had been shaped hastily with a putty knife. The sole tree they saw thrashed in an angry wind, its
topknot finally blowing off in apocket of wind, fluttering and fraying over somber flatslike afragmenting
bird. Eroded mesastopped in grey sent yellow streaks down their shanks, tricklesturning to a
burnt-orange tinge that suggested the rot of rust. Acrossthe sky swam faraway, smilar ground, curving
likeavadtly distant roof with its own business of twisted timestone grown over by persstent growth,
greasy vegetation raked by winds. They foraged and got nothing. A thin cold rain Sarted, faling onto a
hard-pan purple plain that looked poisoned by lurid wastes, a topographical monument to theworst in
life

They met people but conversations made no sense. They were tough, with outsized hands that looked as
though they were made for handling lumber without glovesin freezing seasons. Killeen used hislanguage
chips, courtesy of Andro back in the portal city. That made peoplestalk come through amost right:

"What cord it is?'
"For how come now you do that, you?"

"While | was popping the seams out, me, something come loose wasn't Sposed and giveit dl to pieces
sudden.”

But aparty of them did give the three men something to est. Most of it they could even keep down.

They had al passed through different Lanes, wildly different experiences.



Cermo described athing that grew across an entire large Lane, somehow harvesting the differentialsin
gravitation long atwisty axis. People who lived near it said it was not aplant or an anima but some
combination, which made no sense.

Toby described hislifein whet its natives called the River Lane. They thought it wasinfinitely long since
nobody who went far down it ever came back. It had been risky taking artifacts far uptime, since that
increased something caled its 'temporal potentid’, and the dightest perturbation would cause it to snap
back downtime, stresking yellow asit went. Attempts to drop dectrodes into the river and extract
currents led to atemporaly unstable shordline and splintering destruction.

Killeen found the people more disturbing. He had passed through aregion ruled by arevered figure
cdled the Tyrant. The term was an endearment, not a criticism. Killeen got to seethisfigure a a distance,
holding open court. Beside the Tyrant squatted a dark brown woman on aleather mat. The Tyrant was
holding audiences and when not pleased would smply wave his head in arocking motion, ablend of a
nod and a shake that came off as awobble. The meaning was not something midway between yes and
no, as Killeen learned when the sguatting woman proved to be an executioner, conveniently nearby. The
leather mat was to prevent blood from getting on the immaculate green tiles of the palace courtyard.

"They dl seem s0, well, occupied with themselves" Toby said.
"Been under the umbrellaso long, think it don't rain,” Cermo explained, jutting out his jaw.

Killeen thought about how it was for Bishops and said, "Were aways lookin' up from what we're about,
eyeing the horizon. That'swhat it takes to stay ahead of mechs."

Toby and Cermo nodded and agreed that people here could take punishment from mechswell enough,
but they were different. And that certainly no Bishop would ever want to be like these folk, not at all.

They pieced together their stories, particularly of the chaos after the mechs destroyed the portd city.
Cermo had been with the main body of Bishops and had seen many fall. Killeen knew of Jocdyn's desth
and Toby knew of none. Killeen could see that Toby brooded over his abandoning the Family just before
the attack. Instead of talking it out, he smply hugged his son and later the three of them did some
Ranking-talk, each taking turns hurling insults a the other the more pointed the better. Plenty came out
that way and the code of the Ranking forbade anyone taking it hard, so that ranking cleaned out the dark
corners and threw away the trash there, without studying it much.

They felt better afterward and even got some liquor from apassing loca in trade for some extraleggings
Cermo had. They werefeding pretty fine by the time the Mantis appeared.

THREE
Some Terrible Wonder

Thisworld wasraining ingructions.

Nigel Wamdey crouched under an immense, billowy tree and watched downy seeds pucker out on the
great limbs. Plantsin this Lane had proceeded upon a different line of evolution than any he had seen.
They coddled their seedsinterndly, giving vegetable birth to them when conditions were good for their
taking hold on nearby soil. Parent trees exuded a sap, too, which followed the wind-borne, gossamer
seeds on the prevailing wind. The sap was either anutrient or an insect repellent or both; Nigel could not
quitework it out from his spotty biologica education. He had graduated from Cambridge only a
generation or so after Crick and Watson had discovered the double helix, and that was nearly thirty
thousand years ago. Hefet abit of dlowancewasin order.



The cottony parachutes of the seeds flavoured the air. They blew in gusts of restlesswind, snagged in oily
bushes, fdl fruitlesdy into ponds. Their downy cdlulose was fluff, packages delivering the essentid DNA.
Or perhaps here some other entwined matrix carried the genetic instructions; the galaxy had produced a
profusion of copying tools. No matter; whatever molecules curled about each other in asnaky mating
dance, the purpose was to spread orders for making more enormous trees— or better, seeds giving
away free directionsfor making more of themselves. The tree's gpparent charity wasin fact
sdf-promotion; the foundation of life. Trees rained down — in the language of the long-dead TwenCen
when his own concepts got imprinted — programs, written in the ancient style: asdigitdl asacomputer
disk. Algorithms: tree-growing, seed-sending, atomic algorithms.

Other programsflitted through this air, too — mech signals, compacted into narrow bursts that fizzed
with energy. Alarm, fear, panic. Or so he would have termed them once. Mechs had what he called
uber-programs, or meta-instructions, not emotions. They corresponded to the drives and deep,
unconscious impulses that humans carried like prehistoric baggage.

And their calsechoed in Nigd's sensorium, uncannily like the high cries of flocking birds.
Warily he duck waked from under the canopy to the edge of acliff.

He looked up. The resemblance was perhaps an example of evolutionary convergence. On Earth, the
marvel of the eye had comeforth in severd different organisms, octopus and mamma dike. Here, the
strange, digphanous mechs swarming above looked abit like aflight of pelicans.

From them forked fire. It crackled down and struck the fleeing forms on abroad plain.

From below came fainter sgnals of terror and grief. There were many diens herein the Labyrinth,
couched away in their respective Lanes. Now the gliding, killing mechs herded them and interrogated
them eectronicaly, inflicting death with casua error. All part of the work of searching for certain pesky
primates. And others.

He had come here because of faint, scattershot signals he had picked up. They carried the tinge of the
dien, yet with alacy, human flavor too.

Their source was fleeing up the cliff. A good target for the airborne mechs. Hefdt it below, sensed two
broad-winged mechs vector onit.

A startling flash legpt from the sky. It struck the cliff. No pain-jab, no response at al — until something
Zipped back up, like areturn stroke of lightning. Then the two mechs were turning, burning, winged

pyres.
Whatever was coming was formidable. Nigel backed into the trees.

A big half-mechanicd body darted with startling speed over the cliff edge. It came toward him. He knew
better than to run. It sent, <I smelled you, too.>

"It'sbeen awhile sincemy last bath," Nigel said, but he knew what this thing meant. They were about the
same business, in away that mere lumpy words could not convey. The big alien was of the Myrigpodia,
an dien kind that had long ago ouitfitted their Natural bodies with augmentations. Y et the Myrigpodia
were not mechanicd in true nature. They hated the mechs, who had long sought their extinction.

<I carry ahuman of useto you.>

"How s0?" Nigd had met Myriapodiabefore but it was best to be wary of anything so different.



<Y ou seek the Bishops.>
"Yourether ... dly?'
<My speciesis, now.>

"I know your Phylum." No point in taking any defensive measures againgt this many-legger; it could kill
him in atwinkling. He noted abstractly that he felt no fear; if he dlowed himsdf, he might evenfed a
nostalgiafor that emotion. It came infrequently now. "I remember your [lluminates, their elaborate
hive-mind diplomacy — yes, | wasinvolved with them once."

<They sent me hero

"They dways had good judgement.”
<Y ou know our past so well?>
"Reasonably. And | reed alot.”
<TheLibrary.>

"A pat. Mogt of it | can't fathom.”
<Doyou know .. .>

"Yes?' The huge thing's transmissions had an odd, many-layered flavor. 1t was gingerly touching a deep,
ancient question.

<Y ou know who blended us?>

"Y our interspecies merging? That was afair time back.”

<Before our history.>

"Asl| recdl, it wasn't us"

Involuntarily, it radiated confused reactions. relief, excitement, dl underlaid with awistful sadness.
<| have come to understand your kind. | had hoped — >

"Sorry, no. We came later. Recent uninvited guests here, we are.”

<Who, then?>

"Theresaword for the organic, Natura races which haven't been domesticated by the mechs—
extinct."

<| had feared such. But ... we are not extinct.>

"Were different. Y ou're harder to kill, and we've been kept dive in the Centre because the mechs don't
know quite what to make of us."

<Now they do.>
"Um, dead right. Cat's out of the proverbid."



<Y ou carry the Codes.>

"Even dilgpidated old me, yes— though only partidly. Genetic glide or drift or some other jargon I've
long since forgotten.”

<I can beof adinthis. My full lineage burrow-name is Quathjutt'’kka‘thon.>
"Nigd Wamdey. Y our name means something, I'm sure, but mineisjust asticker dapped on me.”

Thekilling was ill going on across the plain below but they both had blocked it out. Now the gyre of
broad-winged mechs came lower, finishing up their business. Nigd pointed. “They'll go for meif they sniff
meout. | haven't got your defences.”

<Nor | yours>
Anintriguing jibe. But the birdlike mechswere getting closer. "What are those?"

<They have been hadtily adapted to these pseudo-planetary environments. Once they were the light
grazers.>

"Ah. Photovores."

One shot at him then. The burst ignited atree and Nigedl survived only because Quath instantly sent out a
blanketing shield. It was an intense bubble of electromagnetic energy, veining the fractured air. Enough
for theingtant, but — "Afraid | haveto cal on those hidden reserves, Quath." Nigd sent asignd,
warbling oddly in his sensorium. He had been given acalling circuit and of course did not have aclue as
to how it worked.

<| cannot protect you very much longer — >

Thefilmy bird was enormousthistime. At first he thought it was amech, but asit came flapping over the
trees he saw it was trand ucent, a delegate of the Highers. It hovered and piercing eyes gazed at them.

Nigel took itsquick bleep of information and said, "Their wings are till light-sensitive, these
photovores?!

Quath was gtill peering up at the huge nonbird of shifting, buzzing parts. It was clear in such agross
meanifestation that millions of tiny motes made up the thing — whether insectlike motes or something
odder, Nigd could not tell. He never had been ableto figureit out, though it chose this manifestation
often recently. He knew the physical form was meaningless and that whatever lay behind it wastrying to
make thiseadier for him and for Quath. "Quath?’

<l ... yes, they do.>
"Good. It needsto know. Details are not its strong suit.”
Not true, actually, hethought. But it wasfinite.

The timestone high above suddenly flared into arich, golden-orange arc. The blegt of intense flux
hammered Nigel down and he crawled under one of the trees. He could tell it was mostly infrared, but
the visible aone nearly blinded him.

<Ah — No — > Quath scrambled under the canopy with him.

"It preferssmple solutions.”



Vapour burst from the tree decks. The sudden fog hissed and through it Nigel could see the photovores.
They wereingtantly overloaded and their wings burst into smoldering black. Partsfell away.

The entire high stack of them, agyre of hundreds, began tumbling in dow motion toward the plain. They
would join those they had so recently dispatched with nonchalant abandon.

"I've seen these buggerswork before,” Nigel shouted into the steam that cloaked them. "They're
beautifully engineered, but not for this."

<Elsawhere, | have seen them ddliver esty bombs.>
A photovore tumbled into atree nearby. The thick trunk went down with a sharp crack.
"Damn, where's that bird? We have to get out of here."

He knew the mechs used esty bombs now, destabilising a patch of space-time so that it tried to straighten
out and go flat. That ripped apart anything nearby. Anything that needed geometric structureto exist,
maybe even aMagnetic Mind. No defence.

<Itisyour saviour, not mine.>

"Y ou said you carried ahuman, right?"

<I did. But hasten, seethefires— >

"I'll trade you aride for that human.”

<It would be opportuneif you could escape this Lane.>

He couldn', of course. But the bird was somewhere here and to it, matter itself was asouffle of empty
gpace and furious probabilities.

"That human — bet | can guesshisname.”
<Perform your exit first.>
"Quite. Wheresthat bird when you need him?”

Nigel sent ablaring call. Sureto attract photovores, even in their final torment. But there were only
shaved seconds left. As had become his habit of late, he thought of Nikkafor an instant, savouring it, just
in casethiswastruly it. Thistime.

FOUR
Finitudes

No use running, of course.

The Mantis came as afast flickering at the edges of Killeen'svison. He wastired and something went out
of him when he caught the swelling blankness, mute evidence of how easlly it could avoid them.

Killeen got up dowly from their campfire. Toby and Cermo followed suit; Bishops stood, ready to move,
even when it seemed pointless. He wished they had not indulged in the liquor, but then, that probably
would make no difference.

Foolishtofireat it. Like shooting at the wind to bring on sunshine, hisfather Abraham had said once,



describing adumb idea on long-ago Snowglade. Well then, try bravado.
"Surprised to see us?'

We do not properly have areaction like your surprise. All orderly formsintegrate new dataingtantly,
remaking themsalves. They retain no memory of their attitude in the moment before, so no comparisons

are possible.

"Must bedull.”

[That too is a category without application in us.

Cermo whispered, "If | go left —"
"Stay 4ill. It'sadamnsight bigger than we know," Killeen said.

Toby nodded. "The Mantiswe saw on Snowglade, it was asort of stripped-down version of this."

If youimply that | am simply moretermsin alinear sequence, theissuie has eluded you.

Killeen remembered how it had killed Andro, Fanny, and so many others. Killed, used, then discarded
like so many materials expended in ahobby.

Again | speak as conduit for the Exalteds. They cannot expressin seria order, as your acoustic modes
do.

"Sounds predty limited to me,” Killeen said. Aslong asit was il talking they were dtill dive.

[They delegate such cramped tasks. Do not presume, or | shall make your termination painful.

"Mean-hearted of you,” Toby said. His voice was thin with the same exhaugtion Killeen recognised in
himself. The worst kind, a bone-deep mental weariness.

It would be avariation on an earlier experiment. Do not think that the concept of compassionisa
possession of your species. But surdly you must acknowledge that it has bounds among species, Phyla,
iand certainly between Kingdoms. The Exdteds are a higher Kingdom, indeed, the highest. Y ou cannot
expect your notions to extend to your betters.

Killeen snorted derison. "They — and you — |eft usto die when you broke open the esty.”

Il had to return the sample of Toby's genetic record. It was nearly enough.

"| thought you needed three generations, plusthe databuried in the Legacies." Killeen addressed the
empty air. Hefet the Mantis only asfitful, patchy blanknessesin his sensorium.

[Thereisasmall code which releases the pleasures we seek. It is said to be carried socialy.

Toby asked, "Y ou mean memorised?'

As nearly aswe can surmise, it was given as a precaution when the Trigger Codes were implanted in the
genetic helices. | wish you to ddliver it up.

Killeen laughed. "Don't know it."

Attemptsto shied it will merdly mean that | will ransack each of you in turn. Thereislittletime and my
methods will be destructive. Y our selveswill not survive my search.




Asif for an example, Killeen felt something spikeinto hismind, forking up memoriesfrom his past —
agonies and ecstasies, sharp, eye-blink-quick. Painful and barbed in away he had never felt. He
staggered. Theflooding jab of the past was ablow, stopping hislungs, tightening histhroat around a
hoarse cry.

Hiswife, Veronica, rocking Toby in buttery candldight.
Ruddy-faced Fanny calling orders on ascarred plain.

Abraham grimly grinning on a pargpet above the Citadd.

All compacted dices, instants sprayed against the walls of hismind.

He recalled eventsin the pace of his own thinking; the Mantis 'harvested' them with an instantaneous
readout.

"How'd we supposedly get this code?

It must be passed down acoustically.

"Weget told it?" Toby asked.
Cermo shook his head. "Nobody told me anything like that."

Then you arelying. Thereisno other possibility. It isaspecies-specific ingtruction. The Exalteds have
read in your own helicesthat it exigts.

Killeen shook hishead. "Wdl, welogt it, then."

That cannot be. Human continuity is unusua among the lower orders. Great traditions passon. Thisis
deeply entwined with your individua senses of self-worth— acommon 'naturd’ socid tool.

Toby said, "Maybe you should try some other Families.”

INo! The Rooks, Knights, and others do not have it. Thereis a clear genetic difference. |

Maybe they didn't have what they called emotions, but this Mantis manifestation betrayed more than it
knew. It longed for the lost trigger, he saw suddenly. Maybe even the Exalteds craved the exotic
pleasuresthat mere mammals were heir to.

Killeen said cautioudy, "How come Bishops got it?"

IY ou have undergone less genetic drift than the others. Such isthe luck of the draw. |

Killeen could see no way out of this. They weren't lying; matters were far past that now. They just didn't
know. But the Mantiswould rip open their minds, just to be sure. All he could think to do was the oldest
manoeuvre: dal. " So we're nothing specid, yeasay?"

There are severd theories about why the humans spontaneousy sent colonies out from their
'Chandeliers. None seemed specidly favoured, and indeed the Bishops were one of the smaler Families.

"Tougher, though," Toby said. "Right?' From histone Killeen saw that he wastrying to get the Mantis
into itslecture mode, delay it by tempting the scholar facet of the many-sided intelligence.

IY ou are now, perhaps, but your history is not particularly distinguished. Even on Snowglade, Rooks and |




[Pawns were more troublesome to the enterprises we conducted. |

"But we have awarrior name. Bishops swoop down and strike, moving fast." Toby was intent now, not
just passing time. "We, we— " sputtering, Toby launched into warbling voice—

We cut across Rooks,
angleinon Knights,

put the fatto Kingsto check —

Y ou quote from an olden Bishop chant, | see. A ‘cheerlead’ | once witnessed in your Citadel. Admirable,
| suppose, how you pit one tribe against another. A wasteful way of sdlecting those which deserveto

propagate.

We're better'n they are. Our name —

Was chosen from aboard game. Just as the Sox and Dodgers in an adjacent Lane gained theirsfrom a
lost art performed with the body. The Aces and Eights and Jacks of the planet you once visited —
Trump, | believe you named it — came from a pastime involving pasteboards. Similar cultura detritus
laccounts for the triba divisons— al quite artificia, believe me. And you can believe such asme; | have
seen more human history worked out here at the Centre than you can remember.

Killeen shot back, "Those games and such, they were named for us.”
Cermo sad, "Damn rightsdel”

"You ask me," Toby said triumphantly, "those Y ankees and dl, they weren't so much. Their word for war
was pitch." Somefightersthey werel™

Y ou are amusing in your finitudes. Do not mistake my indulgence of you for morethaniitis, however. |

Killeen knew the staling was over when the crisp outline of the Mantis solidified againgt the digtant hills. It
was large and kept changing so he could not get the shape of it. "Now just wait, | —"

Waiting isdone. If you refuse to yield up the acoustic trigger, | must interrogate you separately and in
detail. Y our sdlveswill not survivethis. | shall harvest as| inspect.

The matter-of-fact way the Mantis said it made Killeen certain thiswas no bluff. He breathed shalowly
and thought and his mind went nowhere. The Mantis had been promising that eventually it would suck
them up into itself, as part of its 'preserving misson', and there was no way to stopit.

"I'll gofirgt," Killeen said. "I'm Cap'n, standsto reason | know more than these.”

True. Perhapsit is buried lore and you do not know you carry it. The unkempt manner of your interior,
with its subconscious and other swamps, would alow that. Very well, then. Thiswill be eesier if you will
walk into arecess and position yoursdf for an erasing execution.

A paerectangle of blue-green opened inthe air afew steps away. Killeen saw that the Mantiswasin
fact very close, smulating the entire countryside with absolute fidelity. He had not even known it was so
close and now the door into that reality hung like apainting againgt the twilight hills. But the hillswerethe
illuson, the doorway redl. And here at last was hisend.

FIVE



An Abyss of Squashed Duration

Nigd Wamdey landed on hisass.

Quath had warned him that it was safer to go through separately but when he looked up Quath was
standing erect asif nothing had happened and he was covered with dirt, aching in every joint, his clothes

ripped.
"Yousadthis—"

<Had to be accomplished quickly,> Quath said, and started moving fast downhill. <We have been lucky
to arrive>

"Quite s0." They had gotten scooped up, dl right, but Nigel had never seen the bird. Instead, the hills
seemed to roll up like abrown sheet and whirl them into aweightless limbo. Quath had been transmitting,
talking to entitiesNigel could not see. All very fast. Then he had thumped down here.

"Sow down!"
<Very well — > She plucked him up and surged on.

He dangled like aleftover ideaon her right Sde. The hills around them wavered, asif in aheat wave. Or
maybe he was getting tired. He blinked and the hills rippled again and suddenly he saw that they were not
hillsat al. It was something enormous and somber and he caught an old, familiar sensorium gink.

"TheMantis"
<That iswhy | hurry.>

He saw some Bishops against the sensed scenery. Killeen, yes, Toby, and an officer. Quath sent glad
sdutes, in the age-old manner of the Myrigpodia; Nigdl tried to think.

The bird was till in the game, to be sure, e se they wouldn't have been so quickly dipped through the
warpage of the esty to precisay this spot. It was bringing mattersto abail, but to what end? The Mantis
could gtill daughter them dl inamicrosecond. Their only defence lay in the hope that a the moment it
didn't seem to want to.

No one paid him much attention as he climbed down from Quath's sde shelf. He wasto these giantsa
scrawny mass of wrinkles, scarcely the stuff of legends.

Hefindly worked out that they were babbling about an acoustic Trigger Code. The Mantis-mind skated
across the conversation, sampling each human consciousnessin turn. Like an aoof connoisseur a awine
tasting, Nige thought, but benesth that dept afloating anxiety. The clock was running on the Mantis, too.

All thishe got from his sensorium. It was rather more sengtive and tricky than the Bishops, but atoy
compared with that of the Mantis. He could fed the machine minds dipping into him, flitting back to the
Bishops for species comparison, then back again to grill his cerebrum abit more. He supposed he should
get used to it, but he never did.

Il will inspect you aswell, Myriapodia. The acoustics could be carried in such an intelligence.

<| do not believe s0,> Quath answered.

"I'm certain shedoes nat, infact,” Nigd said mildly.



Gratifyingly, they al turned to look a him. Except the Mantis, of course, which was dtill only adight
dissonance in the apparent world.

"Who'reyou?' Killeen asked warily.

"Tdl you later,” Toby whispered to hisfather.

"I believe Quath does contain the secret, however," Nigd said.
<Y ou spesk literdly. And true.>

Quath's sde belly opened then, a synthesis of mechanica diding action and organic birth, membranes
popping.

A large man staggered out. He rubbed his eyes, yawned, looked around. "Been adeep,” he said.
"Abraham!" Killeen cried.

The othersfollowed suit. Nigel watched them but his sensesriveted on the Mantis. It would treasure this
gpectacle, thisreuniting, but it would calculate and judge faster than Wamdey could. Every move from
here on could befatd.

Toby and Killeen wrapped arms around Abraham, shouted their joy. Doing the human thing, Nigd
thought abstractly. Despite himsdlf, hefindly got caught up in the moment himself. He clapped Abraham
on the back and smiled and for a passing moment the tension in him eased. Then the Mantis sent,

IY ou are the oldest and have the acoustic trigger.

Abraham looked like awizened combination of Toby and Killeen, with the same guarded gleam in his
eyes. "l do."

[Stand and deliver.

"Yeasay, Isay,” Killeensad. "Giveit to them.”

Nigel was not sure whether Abraham knew what was going on. He said quickly to Killeen, "Do we want
this?"

Killeen glared & Nigd. "Sure do.”

"They're after the samething in the long run, y'’know," Nigd said mildly. Hetired to carry the sentence
with confidence, though it was abit difficult when he came scarcely to Killeen'swaist.

"What dyou mean?'

"They're working on the grand problem. Preserving al life-forms, far up ahead in time.”

Killeen frowned in disbdlief. "What?'

"By presarving themselves in e ectron-positron plasmas. A bit of an abstract gpotheos's, I'll admit — "
"They've murdered ugl" Killeen exploded.

"Morethan you know," Nigd said. "Question is, what's right now. The past can't be allowed to — "

"Thisthing— " Killeen jabbed athumb & the Mantis-shimmer that had curled up from the hills, wrapping



them dl, "it hunted us, killed us, ripped babiesto piecesfor fun. | say —"

Y ou must ddliver up this acoustic code and cease this obvious thegtre. It is designed to dissuade me and
those | represent — the Exdteds— from our path. Do not imagine such alowly deception will gain you
delay. Your fateis sedled. It has but to be played out.

Killeen shouted, "Y oull get yourd"

Nigel took Abraham's hand and looked into his deep eyes. This old man had been rescued from thefall
of the Citadd, dl at the hands— wrong metaphor, but the hell with it — of the bird. Some mechs had
died then and some other things, beings Nigel himsalf could not name. All so that thiswrinkled old man
could cometo this place and give his part to a puzzle that none of them understood except in fragments.

"Do you know what will happen, if ... 7' Nigd'svoicetrailed off into awhisper.
Cermo stepped forward suddenly and pushed Nigd away. "Leave him be."
Nigd staggered. "I don't think any of usunderstands— "

<Thisisan abyss of squashed durations Quath said. <It resembles the passages between Lanes, holding
purpose ransom to the unknown. | think we must venture, despite our fears.>

Nigel saw in the face of the old man a crafty nostalgia. Ah. He remembered something, had probably
meant to pass on its subversive facet to Killeen. But the mech attack at the Citadel had cut him off from
Family.

So thefinad key had been carried in the seemingly fragile cup of human culture. The designerslong ago
had written into the Bishops and countless other Families and Teams and Corps avariety of secret
messages, dl encased in culture. They knew that the central character of humanity was continuity — and
without it, humanswerelog.

People escaped their own mortaity through laughter and connection, the two great consolations.

To unite the two was wise. So they had chosen something, he guessed, that carried joy and insured
connection. Something ancient and enduring that the mechswould think little abouit.

<Itisinyour primate nature to dare,> Quath chided them. <We myriapodia had surmised that you
carried the code in widespread parts. In both mind and body, it seems.>

Nigd turned with new respect to the dlien. "I ill —"

"Do it, father," Killeen said passionately. "What's the code? Say it!"
The old man's face crinkled with confusion. "Code?"!

"Something to hand down."

"Well, thereis something ... but ... no damn codein it.”

"Well see”

"l mean, itsjusta—"

IYou will deliver it up or elsefaceinfinite pains, infinitely prolonged.




The darm that flitted across Abraham's face told Nigel alot about what dwelling on the planets for these
many centuries had done to men. He felt apang, but there was no time to think.

Killeen demanded, "Giveit, Abraham!"

The old man beganto sing.

SIX
Uses of the Mose Art

Killeen gaped. Hisfather launched into a song he knew, a beautiful passage from the most hallowed of
the musics Bishops carried in their sensorium store. They had played it on the long marches together,
knew itslines by heart. Hefilled hislungs and joined in himsalf, letting the high passage roll out of him.
The highest of arts, the Mose Art.

Four humans, one Myrigpod, and the shimmering Mantis. None moved.

All seemed trandfixed by the ancient cadences, lilting refrains, accel erating notes that piled atop until they
seemed certain to topple into chaos. But the Mose Art suspended the airy energies. They skated
buoyantly acrossimpossible gaps.

| see the connection. The unused sitesin the Bishop DNA — that isthe key. The notes of this piece,
arrayed in harmonics, yield the solution. | relay thisto the Exateds now.

"Good boy," Killeen said happily.
Abraham kept Snging.
— DNA?— Toby asked on comm.

The old dwarf sent, — Our genetic code. The information telling how to build ahumanisinscribed on a
molecule. Two helices, redly, twining about each other. Ingtructionsin how to make proteins— bits of
organic matter essentia to us— arelodged like beads adong those helices. —

A sudden, sharp, many-channel squedl cut into everyone's sensorium. The Mantis was spreading the
word.

Toby frowned. — How'd we build Trigger Codes on top of our own, uh, breeding stuff? —

The dwarf Wamdey waved his handsimpatiently, brushing aside detail. — Our genetic codetellscells
how to operate. But that information takes only about ten percent of the DNA space. Therest is'junk’

— fredoaders along for theride. They get reproduced each time, but they make no differencein us. All
life has hobo code like that. So long ago, the Naturals started preserving the Trigger Codesin those

useless spaces. —
Killeen thought he saw the point. — We'd never know it? Because it didn't turn up in somebody's baby?

Toby looked with wonder at his own hand. — It's been there dl the time? Insde us? —

Walmdey said, — The mechs could read our DNA, of course, but they are good technicians. They
knew the junk was useless, so they ignored it. —

Killeen asked, — How comeit didn't change? | mean,



Toby's eyes aren't the colour of mine, or of Veronicas, his mother. —

Wamdey grinned, creasing his face with a hundred lines. — The Codes were repeated over and over.
Just in case amutation, a change, messed up one version. There were still plenty of duplicates. —

— Seems adamn funny way to keep somethin'. — Killeen said. Hisfather was till singing and the sound
took him back to hisboyhood, when Abraham had belted out this very ariain the shower. — I'd put it
on amonument or bury it. Keep it safe. —

Wamdey grinned. — Likethat Tgf Mahd | had built back on your world? —
Killeen blinked. He remembered leaving it, looking back. Big initids on the sde of it, NW — Damn! —

— Bit of adustup, that was. Got control of an army of mechs for awhile, decided to have atouch of fun.

— And who was buried there? — Toby asked.

A flicker of pain crossed the crusty face. — No one of consequence. Point is, how long do you think that
stack of stonewill last?—

Killeen shrugged. He was not one for permanent places.

— A few thousand years, that'sal. — Walmdey smiled. — Nothing lasts at Galactic Centre. On
average, stars collide every hundred thousand years or o, stripping away their planets. Snowglade we
had to make from scratch. What ajob! And it won't last. —

Toby said, — But puttin'itinus... —

— Seemsrisky, yes? So the Naturas stretched it out, making the dataintelligible only if one assembled
versons from three consecutive generations. Neat bit. Humans can't redly be understood in one
generation, anyway. They're about continuity. —

Abraham came to the end of the aria.and smiled broadly. "Bet you never suspected, did you?"
Killeen shook his head in wonder. "How come you never told me?"

"Too dangerous. Mechswere moving in. | figured you were out in the field, more likely to get picked up,
interrogated. | was an old bastard, stayed in the Citadd . Safer, | thought.”

Killeen hugged his father and remembered the Caamity. The spiresreduced to rubble. The wals of the
home he had shared with VVeronicaand Toby, just jagged teeth amid the flames. "How'd you get awvay?"

"Thisbird came—"
A violent screech sounded in Killeen's sensorium.

They al doubled up, shutting down. The hills around them shook. Deformed. Shattered into sprays of
tumblingmica

"The Mantis— " Killeen had wondered how they would escape it and now he saw that the entire
surround was illusion. They stood on bare, charred earth, arecent battleground.

Acrossit ashape lurched. It sent desperate notes, brittle stutters of data.



ISomething — the pleasure — it is awful — and magnificent — but it eats— chews—

"Worksfadt," Killeen said. He stood up cautioudly.

They werein ahuge pouch of the esty. Rumpled mountains loomed in the distance against somber,
yellow-topped clouds.

Wamdey sad, "l believe the pleasure plague will manifest differently inthe many levels of mechs. This
one has defences. It is dangerous.”

Killeen fdt an ancient anger risng in him. "It's got something coming from us."

"I'd be careful," Wamdey sad. "'l havealot to tel you and thereisn't muchtime—"

"Dad?" Killeen asked.

"I'm pretty rickety."

Toby and Quath and Cermo all sent assent, though. Killeen felt aheady, excited tingle dl over.

Wamdey sad, "I need to spesk to the Higher Orders now. Thisisahuge event. The Triggerswill
propagate through the Lanes. | — "

"Stay here, then,” Killeen said.

Quath said to Wamdey, <They carry true names.>

Wdmdey laughed. "True enough. Toby isTo Be. And KilleenisKilling."
Killeen sniffed in derison. "Got to be what you can.”

Thelurching form called to him. Ashe watched it went transparent but he could gtill get awhiff of itin his
sensorium. Itsoutline shrivelled.

"It's getting away."
Toby said, "Letit."
"No. Let'sgo."
PART SEVEN
Gods Provisional and Descending
ONE

A Mantis Blankness

He and Quath found the Mantisin yawning darkness. Quath sent an emag warning, a crisp orange
pinprick popping through Toby's sensorium — then silence.

Toby waited. Quath moved silently to hisright, enclosed in asullen black so deep he could not see his
hand without using his sensorium. The Mantis was up ahead somewhere. Senses he could not even name
told him that other crestures moved heretoo. They had little or no emag but they were tracking, following
chemicd trailsleft by others— scents seeping from deep glands, puffs of clinging odour released by
accident or design. Everything here had mastered these chemical channels.



Toby's natural senseswere deaf to them. Humans drank in sounds and sights, the primate strong suits.
Here the smal noises of burrowing and scampering told him that there were other theatres, other playsin
progress, and he would never bein the private audience. Y et he and even Quath had been of that
theatre, graduated from it perhaps to this curious shadow world of electromagnetic scents and jolting
voltage deaths.

A trickle of inquiry eased into his sensorium. There:

Quath. Together they moved up through snatchy brush. They took thetimeto dip by the snags. Evena
small tear could aert the Mantis and there might be atrap, too.

Quath shivered with anticipation. Rivulets of slvery magnetic excitements cameto Toby, scattershot and
short-range, involuntary effusons.

The mutter of chemical life stopped. Silence. Toby could see nothing through eye or sensorium inboards.
Quath came closer, apresence hefet by awedge of blocked air, to hisleft now. Then he caught it. The
Mantiswas adab of nothing to the right. He could not have fdlt it unless he was standing absolutely ill

and ready.

Hissense of it did not come from rich spatterings of his detection gear, sprinkled down through his nerves
and bones. Thoselay slent. The Mantiswas gtill well enough to make itself a blankness, an absence.

It moved by them at indeterminate range but Toby could somehow smell it. The old senses brought a
gink, ozone-sour. He did not dare to move but the smell floating on adight chill wind told him enough.
The Mantis was moving fast and the empty patch shrank. Grey rimmed the spot now. It looked ordinary
but he knew it was aMantis blankness. Out of it could comein any split instant aforking spike. Desth or

injury, on emag wings.

Then it wasjust apoint. Still moving. Toby whispered on short-range comm to Quath, — Got its
sgnatures? —

<Severd. It iswounded, as your father said.>

— How bad? —

<The edting entitiesinvadeit. They chew at its sub-selves>
— Think it can shed them?—

<It has great resources. Perhapsit can cureitself.>

— Thenwe've got to get it. —

<Someone must. To betruly sure it does not survive.>

They retreated then. Carefully at first they went back through the till total blackness. Creatures ftirred in
their path. The Mantis was not even adot now and Toby let himsaf go, not minding therips asthey got
through awall of thorny brush. His suit would self-hedl in awhile but the timelost now could not be made
up except by hard dogging. He and Quath had tracked and searched for along time now and beneath
the buzz of energy in hislegs hefelt the dow seep of weariness.

The wind picked up asthe ground also moved under them. Here the ety shifted and deployed with a
sullen energy and they had to be careful of their footing. The Mantis seemed to know it well.



They picked up the suppliesthey had dropped earlier. Toby had shed hisweapon, a sharp-darter long
and eegant with power smmering in the butt. To carry it againgt the Mantis was mostly a show of
bravado but now anything could happen.

Quath said, <If you had carried that, it would have seen us.>
— You'resure? —
<Nothing is sure now.>

— Same old big-bug. — He laughed. — Maybe you should have ducked behind that [untrand atable] of
yours. —

<Thoughitiscrippled, it knows athousand ancient tricks.>
— Weknow afew, too. —

<It livesin the electromagnetic world. We only vist there>
— You're haf mech yoursdf, fdla —

<In brutefraction, true. But my mind is Natura, with al the happenstances which evolution brings. The
Mantis hasrevised itsdf time and time over.>

— Seemsto methat just makesit apatch job. —

<I believe you are manifesting a bias born of insecurity.>

— Hal Insecurity? When the Mantis and its kind have killed so many of us? —
<Perhaps | chose too weak aword. | do not wish to anger you.>

— Family Bishop'slost over hdf its membersto that Mantis. —

<I know, and do not wish to excite primate responses.>

— Huh?—

<Y ou are known for your grudge-bearing and love of territory.>

Toby had only avague ideawhat Quath meant, but that was not unusua. She was ablend of an
insect-like organic race — her 'subgtraté€, as she put it — and machine additions. In her bulk she carried
the computing capacity to communicate with humans. The reverse path, people spesking to the
Myriapodiain their digital staccato, had been afailure. Humans did not have the capacities or

capacitances.

— Were known for being hard to kill, mostly. —

<That too.>

— A Bishop sghtsthe Mantis, we go after it. Isthat 'grudge-bearing? —

<Never turn your face from the centra fact of itsaien nature. It is of the kingdom of machine. I, despite
my modifications and encrugtations of mechanicd artifice, am of the kingdom of the flesh. Asareyou.>

— Uh, guess so. Right now this flesh needs somerest. —



TWO
Territories of Thought

Thebird camefluttering in from high up in the esty vauilt.

"| gppreciatethe extraeffort.” Nigel studied it. "Good sm.”
"An ingppropriate word," it said, hoveringinair.

"l wastrying to be polite.”

"Category eror."

"How s0?'

"Politeness occurs between peers.”

"Ah" And we aren't Not by a Phylum or two.

No wind came from itswings. It was an anthology of motes so he should expect none, but somehow this
little detail was unnerving. "Soon your part will be complete,” the collection said.

"Thisthe push-off, then?"
"Termination? Not necessarily."
Not terribly reassuring, hethought. A hand tugged at hisdeeve. "Whusss?' Abraham asked.

He had forgotten the Bishop elder. The man had wandered off to inspect the vegetation, probably
looking for something to eat. These Bishops were incessantly foraging. The others, Killeen and Toby and
Quath, had fled immediatdly, after the Mantis. The Hunker Down types were often quite keen, but
Bishops had turned it into a pogitive fetish.

"A manifestation of the Old Ones. Also known asthe Highers."
"Not mech?" Abraham asked suspicioudly.

"Much older."

"Looks mech."

"Lookslikeanything you like." Nigd waved & it. "Be different.”

It stopped beating itswings and hung in ar. Thiswas more unnerving. Nigd waved again and it became a
dimy, coiling thing. "Christ! Back to thebird."

Abraham walked over toit, put ahand through the till form, and said wonderingly, "Y ou can makeit do
thet?"

"I don't makeit do anything. It honourstrivid requedts.”
Thebird sad, "Thetimeis gpproaching.”
"Um, redly?' He felt wan and distant, and an ancient verse cameto him.

Timeuniversa and Sdered,



time atomic and ephemerd
time borne on and time halted.

Its beak and eyes did up and down while its head held fixed, gpparently its notion of anod. "True,
defining Imultaneity isimpossble. But events come.™

Nigd felt embarrassed by hissmal pleasure at extracting agreement from thething. Difficult, it was, living
asasdf-awaremicrobein an dien carcass. "You're going to lose alot.”

It beat itswings again. To make him dightly more comfortable?"Winnowing."
"Dawinnowing."

It caught the rather awful pun, of course. It had read the entire bloody Galactic Library, down to the
footnotes. And it never laughed.

"Has anything this huge and horrible happened before?' Nigel asked.
"When we were ceramic, yes."
"Ceramic?'

"Lifedid not begin in your embodiment. First came claysthat could impress upon each other and
replicate. They enjoyed energiesvast and various, in the early phase of thisuniverse. Matters were far
hotter then."

Nigd had never heard thisbefore. "And they died.”

"They later spawned the elements of cdllular life. Then they were culled.”
"Um. By you?'

"They wereus”

"So they — you— are till around?”’

"Weare now adifferent Phylum.”

"And what would that be?' Thisthing had never entertained discussion of its own properties before. Why
now?

"Y ou cannot know it."

"Why?

"Y ou do not understand. That isacentral property of our Phylum.”
"That we can't know what you are?"

"Yes. Thus, to you, we can have no true name.”

"Um. Wouldn't mind, then, if | called you, say, Fred?

No response. The bird seemed to dissolve, then snapped back into arazor-sharp profile. It looked real
enough, but till amillimetre deep. "Y ou came from clays— "



"And later, united with the salf-organised, replicating bodies of information.” The bird spoke rapidly now.
Abraham asked Nigd quizzicdly, "That means bodiesthat aren't real ?*

Nigel nodded. "Thingsthet lived off the higher mechminds.”

"Paradtes?’

"To aplant, vegetarians|ook like parasites. | gather that these, um, organised datafed off the mechminds
the way a cow uses grass.”

Thebird abruptly swelled toimmense sze. Nigel fdt asthough hewerefdling into it, the thin outline of it
rushing & him—

A huge voice spoke, but not in hisears.

Sinmply viewed, the world's conpetition concerns the fate of organisnms. Their
bustl e and energy, tragedy and comedy, occupy centre stage. They strive to
reproduce, to be on stage for the next act.

There is a deeper panorama. Far bel ow the restless energi es of organisnms, the
genes of these beings are true actors, though limted ones. They, too,
replicate. An organism then, is a device to nake nore copies of its DNA The
genes strive to nmake this happen. They rule, in a sense.

To survive better, genes 'invented' brains. These in turn evolved to support
mnds. In time, nmnds |earned to communi cate with each other, through | anguage
and cul ture.

Thi s set another, broader stage.

M nds store their interior nodels of the external world. These are intricate,
ever - changi ng, sustained by a continual flow of sustenance from sinpler
sources. Evolution, whether natural or designed, can inmprove mnds. Cenes
sharpen thensel ves in the endl ess, fateful Darw nnowi ng. Often, they shape
fresh nental hardware —nore subtle, supple ninds. Genes are |esser than
organi sns because they do not directly know of organisns at all. Only the

bl unt feedback of survival 'tells' genes of the furious conmbat and subtle
strategi es played out on the stage of the organisns.

In a larger view, organi sns are as unaware as genes. At a critical stage of
evol ution, once m nds appear and thrive, a new stage depl oys.

Above the apparent order of the gene world, above even the dranma of organisns,
a higher conplication plays out. This is the largest theatre of all. Upon it,
self-replicating ideas in the mnds of nachines follow the sane | aws of

evol ution. These are called kenes.

Nigel staggered. Hewas il here, sanding beside Abraham on agrassy plain.

And he was dso encased in a place where ideas flowed like amber fire around him. Concepts burned
with timelessintensity, crigp and sharp and churning past. They werein adifferent part of hismind, a
place no lessimmediate than the grass underfoot.

No bird here. Or was he insde the bird?

Hetried to walk and hisfeet dragged in amolasses-dark murk. He looked down and could not see his
fedt.



To akene, heredised, the territory of thought was asred and vita as a savanna, where predators and
prey madetheir eternal dance.

Nigd sad dowly, words dragging, " The clays, the oneswho camefirs —

— fast images of something like amuddy beehive. But no bees. Instead, crystal's swarmed in the lattice
walls. A dimy sheen seeped over hexagonal corners, intricate dabs. A circulatory system?

In the winking arrays order tirred, shimmered.
" — they helped make you?'

"And you earlier bio logics, of course." The bird voice was back but Nigel could not seeit. Whatever the
huge voice had been before, it was speaking now through the lesser vessel of the bird. And it had only
begun to unred an argument, a history.

The bird voice said, "They clays persisted, in some Sites of this galaxy. They transformed the entire crust
of their worldsinto integrated | attice minds.”

Nigel breathed evenly. Was he being swallowed? " So when these kenes formed — "

— dliding stacks of phosphorescencein a cold black vault without end. The realm of sdf-aware data
Feeding on the conceptud fodder of the mechminds. Cool and serene and till coming out of Darwin,
dien, dien—

"Therewas an ... afinity. The kenes united with those of lesser substrate. The clayswere analog
structures with digital storage. Together they conducted ... experiments.”

Abraham asked from somewhere nearby, "It's so smart, why'sit talk dow?"

Nigel found it surprisingly hard to speak here. "We don't have the right words. Sentences are, well,
narrow.” Like pushing an ocean through a drainpipe. With a paper cup.

The bird said hollowly, "Their/Our early synthesis gave forth the arches which frame the Galactic Centre.”

Nigd remembered the colossal luminous Structures, hundreds of light-years long, beautifully streaming,
each areedy light-year wide. "How did they work out?’

— guit-deep agonies, shattering conflicts, ripped strands, howling vacancies —
"Evolutionispan. We gained ingght from them."

So much for the High Church school of advanced intelligence. Abraham asked shrewdly, "That Magnetic
Mind cameout of it dl?'

"Asadevolved application. It isa useful placeto digpatch beings/information no longer needed at our/its
levd."

Abraham nodded, a pale shadow to Nigd'sleft. "A prickly thing."
Nigel had taken enough, for now. He needed the touch of the human. Desperately.

He studied the wrinkled old man. Taler and far younger than Nige, in total memory store, but strangely
smilar. Perhgps memory was not the sole key to experience? The man had been through alot. For the
first time Nigd truly looked at Abraham and saw him as a congtellation of earned seasoning, granted him



the space an equa deserves. He had gotten out of the habit of doing that, heredlised. He had, in his
amighty manifestations, lost acertain touch. Or an uncertain one, hethought ruefully.

"Ignore dl these onlookers,” he said to Abraham. "Even gods can be just backdrop, if we choose."

Abraham grunted sour agreement. Nigd grinned. Somehow heliked thisold bastard. "Tell me how it
was, then?"

THREE
Hard Pursuit

"You sureit didn't pick you up?' hisfather asked.

"Yeasay."

"Quath?' Killeen's eyes swivelled to study the huge head of the many-legger. Toby never knew why he
bothered to do that. Habit, maybe. The dien'sface was an array of sensors and Toby had never been
ableto read any expression there.

<It isthe nature of electromagneticsthat detection can never be ruled out>
"Damnadl," Killeen said, "I didn't ask for alecture.”

<| estimate that it did not know we were there.>

"Confidencelevd?'

<Approximately seventy.>

Killeen nodded. "Fair enough. Let'sgo.”

"Now?" Toby had wanted to ease back a bit.

"No point inwaiting."

Cermo muscled hisway up the dope, puffing to the ledge they were dl Stting on. "I get nothing from
outlyin' pickups™"

His broad face furrowed with concern but he said no more. The big man settled onto the ledge and
looked out. Pale grey light seeped into distant timestone peaks. It was like a smothered dawn on aworld
that had curled up onto itself. Above them hung a distant landscape of tawny desert. Dried out river beds
cut that land, severa hundred klicks away but till visible through a cottony haze. Thoseriver valeys
looked ancient and Toby knew they could reach them with maybe aweek of hard running, through esty
dips and wrack-ranges. Maybe the Mantiswould lead them that way. This Lane was twisted and
tortured, space-time turning upon itsalf in knots unimaginable until experienced.

"Let's vector for it, then," Killeen said and stood up.

Toby fdt asurge of zest asthey started out and it lasted until they picked up the Mantistrail. At first he
thought he was stronger than Killeen and Cermo and even got impatient with their dow tracking,
sweeping the areafor sgnifiers. Killeen hated for arest every hour, old Bishop Family discipline, but at
thevery gart of apursuit it irked Toby.

— | could damn sure get ahead faster than this, — he sent to Quath on private comm.



<So could I. That €ludesthe point.>

Quath ran on internals of huge energy. She could outpace them al. — Maybe you should go on ahead.

<I know my limits>

— What are they? — Toby was genuindly interested. The Myrigpodia seemed to have abilities beyond
human dreams.

<| am not a primate.>
—Um. That dl?—
<For the moment, for this purpose, that is enough.>

Beyond that Quath would say no more. Toby puzzled onit for awhile but by then he started to tire and
Killeenand

Cermo were till moving at their same steedy pace. They took the same short rests exactly every hour
and picked up and went on. Quath hersalf was upping the pace too. Or so it seemed, though through his
sweat-stung eyes the land was opening faster now to Toby and he plunged into it with afresh energy
born of thefatigueitsdf.

They came upon thefirgt of the Mantisloci in adope of shimmering limestone.
Cermo sghted the samdl shiny hexagon. "Mantisisfalin’ gpart," he said, kicking at it.
<No! Perhaps| can read.>

Shedid. <It contains splinters of the Mantis salf.>

Killeen'swesthered face tightened. "Why? What'sit doing?"

<| suspect it is shedding parts and subminds.>

Toby asked, "What'sthe sensein that?"

"Tolighten up,” Cermo said.

Toby tossed it in hispam. "No massto thisthing.”

"Probably just junked awhole seg. Thisisafrag," Cermo said. He had tracked mechs of al descriptions
and held them in alofty, bruised contempt despite the fact that mechs had brought down many of his
friends,

"Good sign,” Killeen said flatly and they went on.

The ground began to move under them. The worst of it wasin the gut-deep confusion, nausea, and
sckening lurches. Toby's eyesdid not tell him true about what hisfeet and body felt. He remembered
Quath saying once about the timestone, The defining feature is the lack of definition — which he had
thought to be ajoke then.

Not now. Rock parted and pearly vapour churned from the vent. Esty purled off in gossamer shesets,
dissolving asthey rose. Spray ascended, enclosing him inahalo of himsdlf, somehow caught and



momentarily reflected in the event-haze, asif he were both there and a o flickering into the surroundings
and joining them. The other self pedled away and circled to the tops of the cliffs and became awreath in
the shearing wind, soon frayed into refractive vapour.

"Gets hard here" was dl Killeen said. They went into broken country ahead.

Maybe he should have stayed behind after spotting the Mantis. He was a Bishop grown to fullness now
but for this pursuit experience was crucid and he had little. The Mantis and Killeen had fought each other
ever since he could remember. Toby wanted to be here but he knew he was adrag on the others, though
of course they would not spesk of it.

Cermo said it with hiseyes, firm and black. There was nothing to be done, the pursuit was on. This
terrain was too dangerous for Toby to backtrack by himself; the Mantis was not the only high-level mech
here. They had watched from a distance as navvies and grubbers mined and foraged for mech debris.

S0 he sttled in. He went hard and long and said nothing. Around their passage seethed strange
vegetations, curled rock, and clotted air, the esty's energy expressed in frothy plenty. To Toby it seemed
some moronic God kept reshaping the land beyond any probable use. The green profusion here seemed
demented, undeserved. He realised only dimly that hisirritation came out of hisfatigue. For that there
was nothing to be done and in hisfather'sface he saw that. He kept faling behind their long, loping stride
and so was glad when they stopped suddenly. To stay on hisfeet asthey studied something on the
ground he leaned againgt arock, out of fear that he was aready sumble-around tired.

It was aspool of something tranducent yet mica-bright. <More discarded sdlf,> Quath said. <Note aso
the locomos stripped away and left.>

In ahollow were dusty locomotion parts, awhole tractor assembly, footpads— dl junked. Toby |ooked
them over and saw they were modular.

<L eft behind.> Quath rattled her flanks. <Defective. Or too much massto propd.>

Cermo and Killeen ingpected the ground. They had donethat al adong thetrail, talking to each other
about the track. Toby looked at the round depressions and flattened angular prints and saw the broken
twigs where the thing had passed. The twig semswere not dry yet and Cermo fingered them and |ooked
at the radiance streaming from the timestone around there. Crushed wild grass lay squashed but not
browned as it would be soon.

"It'sdoin’ pretty well for broken country,” Cermo said.

Killeen frowned. " Going to be hard.”

Toby said, "If | could makeit out, maybeits systems are so far down — "
"You sadyou didn't seeit,” Cermo sad. "Just felt it."

"Y essay."

Cermo shook his head dowly as he looked down at the matted grass. "If we run up onit, won't be fedin’
our way."

Of course hewasright. The Mantiswasinvisible to human sensoria. It could deflect attention from itsdlf,
dispersetdltaes, turn athousand techtricks. Toby scuffed at astone and said nothing.

<I believeitsahilities are diminishing,> Quath said.



"Enough soit can't ambush us?' Killeen eyed Quath's shifting bulk skeptically.
<Perhaps. Notice thelocomos. It discards, trying to move quickly.>

"Or wants usto think so," Killeen shot back. He smiled to take the sting out of it. Toby wondered if
Quath would understand the quick flash of yellow teeth in the rugged, walnut face.

FOUR
Abraham

Nige sat and listened. He ignored the gods who loomed like acoustic shadows al around him and
Abraham. He concentrated very hard on hearing what one single human voice said and | et that anchor
him again in a place where he could keep his sanity. He had done this before, the memories were there,
and knew that though thiswas asmall, seemingly smple act, to fail to do so wasto die. The hugeness
around him, squatting in hismind like mammothsin the night, just beyond the faint human campfire, would
crush him without even noticing the act.

Abraham did not talk much about what the Highers had done. They had showed him things, maybeto
teach and maybe for some other reason that was never evident, and he could not describe those, either.
Later, maybe. Not right away. Maybe never.

He had been held by them in akind of mixed state. He could fed hisbody and the bare smple open
gpaces around him but that was all. He could walk or run but he never got anywhere. Dry and smooth,
the plain never ended. He came to understand that it was closed but had no boundary, no wall. The plain
somehow wrapped around on itsdf though he could fed no curvature. A pearly glow came up through
the featureless plain and when that faded he dept, though of course nothing told him to.

Simple food appeared when he dept. He spent alot of time exercising and there were ways his captors
to talk to just by speaking into the air. They were amost impossible to understand and hetired of their
unintentional riddles. It had gone on along time and he had adapted to it.

S0 he spent alot of thetimeinside himsdlf. It was surprising, he said, what you can remember when you
have nothing to do but remember. He went on imaginary walks through the Citadd. He had seen it
crashing down and smelled its scorched ramparts but in his mind he could saunter down the Aide of
Sighs and across the Oblong Square to the little place where crisp fried breads clouded the air with their
fragrances. He could taste the snap of them and the cup of kaf he had with them. Then he would carefully
walk down the Hypothetical, counting off the streetsin order. When you were doing it by yourself rules
were even more important. If he made amistake he made himsalf go back to the beginning, silently
sounding the names. Somebody would need to write ahistory of the Citadel someday and thiswas away
of keeping it through atime when Bishops did not write.

With luck, if he were ever to makeit into Aspect, part of the Citadel's chronicles would go with that
shaved diver of himsdf.

There were other people there, too, sometimes. He could not speak with most of them because the
Hunker Down had bred new languages. Still they traded stories and in the intengity of it he cameto care
for Families with names like Steamer and United and Punjab, and for people he had never met made
vividly red through thetdling.

They made up jokes about talking to the Highers and how near unintelligible they were. For fun they
made up ahandy phrase book in Higher Jabber, with useful phraseslike, ‘I am delighted to accept your
kind invitation to be used and bored for your superior purposes, and 'It is exceptiondly kind of you to



alow meto travel in the asshole of your being'. At the time these had been hilarious.

Thejokeswould dide effortlesdy into hitter disputes, too, over minute details. Only dowly did the
humans, assembled in the misty, echoing spaces where the Higherseft them, learn that low comedy and
fierce arguments were crucia. Essentid to the species. Without them you gave up. In the heightened
redity of that place al things were disproportionate.

With talk alone, none of the elaborate pseudreal tech, they took each other on mentd tripsto their own
Family, their native planet. They described imaginary medls, perils, vast and ornate histories. All those
worlds had distant views of the Eater and al were doomed, of course. They al knew that and it gave
events an extraedge.

Abraham said that hisisolation from al he had known made lifelike ahdl of mirrors. There was no hiding
from himself or from the others or from the reflections they gave of himsdlf.

There are dways other dramas going on and some were of ascae that made coming back to the human
perspective hard. Redlity was the lenses you came with.

Abraham shrugged alot now. He said that there was no point in trying to know it dl. It was not yours
ayway.

FIVE
Confusion Squall

Toby got dazed and distracted as they kept up the pace, which seemed faster with each passing hour.
Hiswandering, miasmic mind was histrue enemy now. He kept loping, inevitably behind the others,
trying to go through the fog that deadened him.

They tracked the Mantis by its footpad scrapes across rocky ground. Cermo and Killeen took turns
sweeping to both sdesin case it was backtracking or leaving afalsetrail. They kept looking back to be
sure Toby was il in sight. The humiliation of it wasthat they had done that years ago when Toby had
been a boy and now he was not.

The timestone ebbed. A gauzy light seeped up through the rough landscape. There were not days and
nights evenly spaced here because the illumination came from light trapped in the space-time curvature
itsdlf. Refraction and time lags gave the radiance a hollow quality asthough it had been strained through
somefilter and leached of its sharpness. They stopped and made camp and Toby fell adeep leaning
againgt aboulder. He discovered this when he hit the ground and the others laughed, though of course
not Quath. He made himsdlf lay out his pad and once on it fell adeep again and only woke when his
father pulled off hisbootsto check hisfeet for blisters.

"Youreyeasay," Killeen said softly in the dim dark. Toby's nose caught the heady scent of cold but
cooked vegetables and he found a plate of them next to his head. He ate them without speaking and his
father brought a spicy teahot from thefire. It was not aflame of course but a carbo-burner, so no mech
could track them from the smoke or light.

"Y ou're holding up. Feet fine."
"Just need some deep,” Toby sad.
"Y ou and Quath were up finding it while we were degping. No reason you shouldn't be alittle behind.”

"I'll do the sweep-searching tomorrow."



"Don't take on too much. Have some more of those beans."
"Not dl that hungry.”

He was adegp before his father had turned off the burner and he heard nothing as the darkness waxed
on. Hethought of the Mantis or maybe he just dreamed that he did.

The next day he remembered the deeping fondly before many hours of loping were done. It was bad by
then. He had started fresh but it faded and he sweated more than he ever had. Quath spoke to him with
some concern but Toby talked little. He carried as big a pack as the others but they also had the burner
and some extrafood so he was behind in that aswell.

Cermo did not smile or waste energy on talk and Toby remembered again the intensity of the man on the
plains of his boyhood, on the baked beauty of Snowglade. Cermo pointed to each sign of the Mantisand
interpreted it with assurance. Cermo was pointing to afresh print when the confusion squdl hit them.

Purple bees. It fdt asif they were biting him asthey swarmed inboard. Toby got down fast but the fan
beam caught him and he could not see any more. He rolled downhill and fetched up against arock. That
jabbed him in the sde and he rolled around it and further downhill. That was the surest way to get away
from the swarm of emag turmoail. Above him hummed atangle of magnetic fidlds and orange plasma
discharges. Forking energies. Hisinboards covering up made sharp clangsin his sensorium.

He dammed into agnarled tree and could then see again. He lay therelooking up at the others. They
shared the stupefaction.

Two heartbesats, three. The squall passed without any follow-on bolts.

The Mantis used these to soften targets. Not attacking made no sense. He walked back up the hill and
Quath greeted him with, <Itisleaving them astrgpsfor us>

"Good, 'cause otherwise we'd be dead.”
A mdicious grin split Cermo'sface. "Meansit's desperate.”
"Wounded," Killeen said and picked up his pack where he had dropped it at the first sign of trouble.

They moved faster then and it got worse for Toby. The confusion squall had robbed him of his zest and
the dry air sucked sweat from him.

As heloped on Toby thought about but could not truly concelve of the expanses of time and therefore of
injury and anguish, of remorse and rage and sullen grey sadness, which the Mantis and its kind had
washed over the ruby starsthemselves. It had cloaked the galaxy in awracking conflict that could never
be fully over. From this primordid pain there lumbered forward into his own time a heritage of
melancholy unceasing conflict that had shaped dl hislife.

"It'ssick, that's suresay,” Killeen caled asthey moved.
"We're getting closer,” Cermo answered.

<Itistryingto cureitsdf,> Quath said.

"How you know?' Cermo asked, head swivelling in surprise.

<Theillnessmight be arrested if portions of the Mantis, its subminds, can be shed. Once infected, they
are gected.>



"That spool ?* Toby asked. "And the hexagon?”

"It hoped we would missthem,” Killeen said. "Dropped that other gear to make usthink it was just
shedding mass. Y easay, Quath."

<Soit faters Thekilling programs spread through it, despite its higher minds.>

Toby croaked, "Hopeit's getting tired,” but what he had intended to be alighthearted remark came out
desperate.

Hisfather dropped back and studied hisface. "Just last out afew more hours," was all he said.
"I'll takefore point,” Toby said suddenly.

Killeen looked at Cermo, who nodded. "Keep asharp,” Killeen said. He went back to sweeping the
right, tracking.

The navvy hit them asthey came down anarrow draw. It was afine place for an ambush and if the
Mantis had done thejob itsalf severd of them would have died or at least gotten scrambled pretty badly.
The navvy was alesser mech that gpparently the Mantis had assembled in flight. It looked like that.

Toby saw it just beforeit fired at them. Its big disks were extruded and the emag burst fried Toby's left
sde. His servos froze and hislegslocked, chunk and chunk, and then no feding. He went down hard.

The beam swept across Cermo too but he had been faster and blew aholein the navvy. That saved them
fromared frying.

Killeen wasin the clear and took histime and got the navvy square so that the emag reservoirsiniit
spilled out in onelong shriek. Then it was dead.

They rested while Toby got his servos back up and running. Nobody said much but hisfather helped him
with the crisped sockets and remarked casudly, "Those navvies aren't as dow as people think.”

Toby knew what that meant and in recollection knew that the navvy had been pretty dow. He had been
loping through his own persona fog and had missed the profile when it popped up on his sensorium.
Ignoring Sgnswhile on point was stupid.

"Sorry," wasall he could say.

Toby kicked the navvy in exasperation and then bent over the cowling. He popped some sealsand
rummaged and brought out two smooth ceramic things shaped like lopsided eggs.

"Mag traps," Cermo said.

"Fine" Killeen handled one carefully. It had the usua mech dots and looked dl right to Toby. "Canwe
usethem?'

"Lemmetry,” Killeen said.
"Sorry," Toby said again.

Killeen dapped one of the eggsinto a hip servo. It clicked on. "Good find." That was Killeen'sway of
answering. "Let'seat.”

SIX



Conceptual Spaces

Nige felt himsaf snatched up. Y anked. Hard, head-snapping, neck-wrenching —
— then he was somewhere else.

Shadows on stones. He was walking through a courtyard. The floor was not flagstones but flattened
white skulls, skeletd cages of ribs, crushed arms. They snapped as he stepped.

Whispers bubbled from the street of bones. Sharp and bitter words, ripped from throats that had once
longed and yearned.

Hisfooting turned soft. He plunged forward helplesdy, each step taking him up to the knee in the musty,
blood-soaked past.

The stinking street of thelost. The swamp of dead desire.
Darkness streamed from the narrowing walls.
All this, cooking under the thin veneer of the conscious mind.

Luminousimpulses fought and scurried across the open stage of the human intellect. Factions shouted
and clashed. Aninner world of endless combat. Instinct, reason, al shades between.

And below that tiny conscious stage worked sinewy chords. The true degp mind worked there. Crestion,
desire, the sense of the exalted — al wove and lurked and had no conscious voice. They broke onto the
conscious stage only with force, sudden actorsin aplay that no one faction wrote.

That wasthe human lot, he saw.
Hewaslooking at hisown mind.

A human could not do that. Could not step outside and watch itself have an ides, trace the origins of
desire, of didike...

S0 ... what did that make him, now?

Then the enormous voice was there again and he saw that he had been taken to another place, another
amdl cagein alabyrinth mind.

To continue hislittle lesson. Of course.

Al Iife extracts energy, uses it, and discards the dregs, energy in a
degraded form The history of life is a |ong saga of unconscious ingenuity,
finding new pathways in the fields of brimrmng energy. The universe is yet
young, and squanders its energies in flowers of excess-bright stars, whirling
singularities, gaudy finery. Life profits fromthis. O gani sns —natural
nmechani cal / el ectroni c, or magnetic-feed upon their ecosystens. These systens
are in turn driven by sinple energy sources frombelow. MIld sunlight and
chemicals, for the Naturals. Mass and raw photons and el ectrical discharges,
for others. But those organisns with nminds thenselves are the energy sources
for higher orders: self-replicating patterns of information. These can thrive
only in brains, or in the extensions of brains —books, computers, data banks.
Ment al nusics, supported by brute matter.

In organic cells, enzynmes and raw nmaterials forma soup for maki ng DNA



Viruses hijack these to reproduce thenselves. Mnds, too, can bring into being
parasites. On the stage of mnds, dramas unfold. |deas can hijack anxieties,
unnet needs, even the diffuse mental hunger called curiosity.

M nds are the substrate for nenes.

The sinplest of these nemes are |ike diseases. Some contagi ons are hel pful
some destructive, sone nerely crippling —but all draw their sustenance from
t he organi sns thensel ves. For they feed upon the thought processes of their
host s.

Cul tural evolution can be seen as the advancenent of these patterns: nenes are
sel f-propagating cultures. In many life-forms, religious ideas were the
earliest exanples.

Even sinple mental systens can ask questions which they cannot answer —
i ndeed, that have no answer.

Pl anning for the future confers a powerful survival advantage; realising that
one shoul d not venture back into a dangerous place neans one may live to see
tonorrow s sunrise. Dependence on the seasons, especially in farm ng, sharpens
this sel ection.

But considering the future rai ses powerful questions. Unanswerable riddles:
VWhere will | go after death? Wiere was | before birth?

The nental tensions set up by such natural problens create a niche. Into this
slot in the nental |andscape, ideas can migrate. They arrive there by nutation
fromearlier, related ideas. Providing plausible answers to unanswerabl e
guestions, they occupy the niche. The host welconmes this aid, profits fromit.
Then they can spread. Those ideas which induce copies of thenselves in other
brai ns have greater chance of surviving. Religions are parasitic nmenes. Sone

| ead to whol esal e abandonnent of the ordinary world, producing faiths
susceptible to mass suicide, or celibacy, or irrational attenpts to propagate
the faith with violence. These can quickly kill the host, and so self-limt
the nmene growth. Successful parasitic nenmes evolve into rmutual synbionts.
Stabl e, long-lived religions are exanples. Their adherents hand down doctrines
and formalisnms for millennia. They can even encl ose and absorb ot her ideas,
carrying themforward in tine, protected by the bul k and normentum of belief.

They can nake the host resist other parasitic ideas. Every concept needs sone
protection.

Logic is one of these. It tests nenes for consistency. Such neta-nenes check
other, smualler ideas before allowing theminto the nental theatre. They
function as do the sinple alarmsystens which tell a cell that a virus has

i nvaded. The scientific nethod, which is essentially an orderly comobn sense,
is asimlar nene defence. It is nore discrimnating, nore interactive with
the invading nenme itself, than the nost primtive defence: to sinply reject
any new i dea, uninspected.

Al'l nmenes can be seen as living, struggling entities which conpete for space
and energy. An idea can leap fromnind to mnd, encased in a single sentence.
Intelligent beings convey far nore information through nenmes than they do

t hrough genes.

Nigel awoke lying on amud flat. Cold, wet, sticky. He got up dowly. The voice had been soft and
sengble and till had shaken him thoroughly.

It was not of course avoice but a... lesson. His body ached and he had trouble breathing. Interference



with the lower levels of the brain?

He looked around but there was nothing but the mottled dark. He missed human contact, an ache he had
learned long ago in placeslikethis.

He started walking. It was dow, hard work; his knees trembled, but he kept going.

SEVEN
The Suredead

His gear used the mech positron traps that were new and light and carried alot of energy inasmall
magnetic pocket. The clouds of positrons gyred in their magnetic pit and when hisinboards or servos
needed power positrons would snake out of their snare, find eectrons, and die. Somehow that made
potentias stream through him though Toby never thought of how it worked. The navvy's mag trapsthey
discharged into their own, harvesting most of the store. Energy stripped from mechs dways had a specid
jolttoit.

Killeen clapped him on the back. " Just shows how desperate the Mantisis," Killeen snorted with
derison. "Threw that navvy together. Put no defence in the mag traps.”

Toby felt better until he woke up that night. The timestone was smoldering adull ruby red haf-light and
they had dl rolled their pads out to take advantage of the momentary night. Toby had been bonetired
and grateful for it, abreak not given asafavour by hisfather but smply by the weether.

But he woke up with an itchy nervousness and could not deep, thinking it had something to do with the
positron power. He got up to pee though it was not pressing and that was when he saw it.

The latticework did not move againgt the far ruddy hills, but it was not a building. It cast ashadow in his
sensorium that was not a blankness now. He looked for the webs of loci and motivators and subminds.
They werefaintly luminous, tracing out the array of rods and struts. It moved then and hefdtit asa
positive thing findly. Not avacancy but a presence.

He knew by legend the impossible way it moved. As he stood absolutely <till and watched, the matrix
shambled away from him. No hurrying, no signit knew hewasthere. It wastwo klicks away, easy. In
range, but he did not think of that. He followed to keep in view the shifting phosphorescent mainmind

exposed in thetilting work of rods and the great disks swivelling.

It came at him then without a single flicker of sensorium warning. The burst wasin him, before his
inboards could counter. He staggered and fell. Hit hard, armsloose. The pulse skated through him and
burned hot and was gone.

Helay without moving, Bishop tactics. Numbly through his sensorium he watched it go. Angular energies,
vectoring into adwindling shape. Then nothing.

He let hisinboards run diagnostics and they came up with trivial overloads, easily corrected with areset.
He got up carefully. Creaky and legs shaking at the kneesbut al right.

He could not explain what had happened. He knew he had to think about it but not right now. There was
too much in him. A pressure seethed in his systems. Fear and a hollow longing too. Some quality of it
reminded him of the way women drew him out, but it was not that either. On the way back to his pad he
decided not to wake the others.

Quath stirred eectromagnetically as he passed. <?> she sent and he answered with —/~.— , which told



her submind that it wasjust him. He envied the way she could delegate to her partial minds and fall
ingantly adeep if shewanted. It was alittle surprising that such an intelligence needed the down timeto
process memories and arrange itsalf, which humans did by letting the subconscious levels work during

deep.

It was the dreamsthat told him. He saw the long procession of Bishopsin their Citadel, then on the
plains, in battle and at peace. Many of the momentary shimmers of saved experience were of their last
moments. That must mean that these were salvaged diversfrom the lives of doomed Bishops. Eyeswide
with surprise, or ditted by pain. Mouths gasping or else hardened againgt what they saw coming. But
there was moreto it than such externas. He felt the moments, lived through them in away impossibleto
get from amereimage.

These were the records of the suredead. Bishop minds, ransacked by mechs— by the Mantis—in
age-old conflicts. Like volumesto be kept on ashelf and taken down and browsed. Or read intently if
you cared.

The Mantis had sent these shards of the suredead into him. Discarding them? Radiating away dataasit
executed its own subminds?

Herolled sweaty in his degp and woke sandy-eyed and ragged. At breskfast Killeen said, "I got some
diagnostics on my morning screen. Said there was mech near uslast night.”

"Metoo," Cermo said.

Toby said nothing and did not know why. The Mantis was dying anyway. The two men looked at him
and ill he said nothing.

"l can pick up right now some pretty weak echoes that way" — Cermo gave athumb-jut uphill — "but
not moving.”

Toby could see nothing in his sensorium. When they started off he took rear point. They lost the Mantis
trail in a place where overlapping mech signatures reeked in Toby's sensorium, coded as stinks. He
caught rotting leaves, a sharp pungency, something damp and musty. "Smellsfunny,” wasal Cermo sad.

They followed the smdlls, al really just eectronic prompts but no less exciting for the fact of their
knowing it. They found the causein arugged narrow gulch.

The mechs had died in convulsions. Disease programs had gotten into them and they had ended in an
agony of pleasure, capacitors flashing over, mag traps sparking and searing their grey matte finish. That
was what made the Trigger Codes so good. They brought intense ecstasy and the desire to share that
with others, and so the mechs sent it on eectromagnetic wingsto each other, dl in adeighted delirium.
Toby knew it was supposed to be a pleasant way to die but the convulsed limbs and ripped
meatte-carbon skinswere ugly, terrible.

"Mantiswasthrough here," Cermo said.

"l pick it up," Killeen said and then Toby did too, afaint tangy odour that wound between the mech
bodies. These werefar lower order mechs than the Mantis of course and they crammed the little gorge.
The Mantis had passed by the falen and gone on.

"Paying its respects, maybe," Toby said. The men laughed athough he had not meant it to be funny.

Toby touched one of the wrecked carcasses. "Y ou suppose mechs have, well, families?’



Cermo shook his head vigoroudy. Killeen said, "Not so'syou'd notice.”

Quath had been nearly silent since the navvy attack and now she said, <They appear to have intricate
relationships, but not genetically based.>

"If not family," Killeen sad, "what?'

<Links of their minds. Or shared modds of the world>
Killeen frowned. "Modds?'

<Framesfor comprehending experiences

"Seemsto me you either ken things or you don't.” Killeen grinned at Cermo asif thiswere a private joke.
Toby didn't get it.

<They seem to order themselvesin social strata, based on capabilities. Within those classesthey form
close working associations.>

"Not families, not a dl," Killeen sad bitterly.

EIGHT
Phylum Myriapodia

"Whered you get Abraham?'
The bird had somehow manifested Quath here, in this place which now had no gritty fed leftinit at dl.

Thiswas definitely Quath, done precisaly down to scratches on leg sheaths and the curious jerky way her
heads moved. How the bird could make Quath come here ... ? But of course, Quath hersaf wasan
anthology intelligence, and so could exhibit facets of itself here, plucked up by the Highers. Or
someone/something.

<The Myrigpodiapad aterrible pricefor him.> The

Quath manifestation torqued itself on the rocky ground, settling intricate sections on the warm stones.
"How?"

<The Tukar'ramin, the llluminates ... dl perished.>

"That'swhy you've been so quiet.”

<The only entrance to the L abyrinth was the Rent.>

"Rent? Ah — the seam the mechanicals tore open?’

<It voided into the inner edge of the ergosphere.>

"Soyour kind ... "

<Hew at great cost in energy along that inner sheet. Poised. When the Rent opened, they entered.>

"] don't s;e—"



<They knew that they must surprise the mechanicas. All thiswas necessary to quickly take the Abraham
from them.>

Nigd turned to look at the muscled but weathered man who was munching some fruit nearby. "He looks

fairly hearty."

<Helived. The Myriapodia gave of themselves. That was the only way to unleash the Codes.>
Nigd sad nothing. "Why?'

<That is not answerable>

"QOutside my conceptua space?!

<Yeasay.>

Hewould alwayswonder if, a thismoment, the dien was ddiberately using ahuman dang. Perhaps that
waswhat, in its own coordinate system, invoked what he would, in his chimpanzee manner, call sadness.
Or grief. Or, by the nature of the unknowable, ajoke.

NINE
Stalking

"Why doesnt it fly?" Killeen asked in one of their short bresks.

Toby had been wondering, too. The Mantis could jet across Lanes. Men didn't have flying gear. They
couldn't generate the thrust to deal with gravitational stresses, not and be able to walk, too. "Maybe it
can't anymore?'

Cermo swallowed some water and spat it out again, an old ritud to get the dust taste out of his mouith.
Then he cocked an eye at the distant emerald roof, the folded terraces of land far overhead. "Could be it
threw away its propulsionsfirs thing. Wejust didn't run across them.”

Quath murmured, <Perhapsit does not wish to fly. Being foot-bound and pursued is a different
experience>

The men looked at each other and shrugged. Toby wondered what Quath could mean but she ambled
away then, combing the area. He did not get a chance to think further because Cermo was looking up at
the foggy esty again and frowning and then pointing. "Matterfdl," he sad quietly.

Masses of green and brown ripped away from the landscape above. Silently they shot up in ageyser.
Lumps tumbled and smacked into each other.

"Coming fagt," Killeen said, voicetight.

There was nothing to do. Sometimes the esty fissured. Along its surface gravity would abruptly vanish as
stretched lines of space-time snapped back, like rubber bands releasing energy. Matter would find itself
suddenly released, free.

"No pretty li'l arch thistime,” Cermo said.

Sometimesthe trgjectory of ameatterfal made an arc and the mass dammed back down nearby. Once
the freed debris got high enough, though, it could just as soon spray dl the way across the vast space
between Lanewalls. Thistime it had more than enough energy. It seemed to speed up and il there was



Nno sound.
"Coming close." Toby stood with legstight and ready to run. But which way?

The clotted stream of mass shot toward them. It swelled and Toby saw trees and rocks clearly. The
leading edge was alittle to hisleft, he saw, and then very quickly the whole sheared mass came down
toward them.

Close, but not right smack on. It dammed into the esty updope. The shock wave bowled them over.
Thunder followed it. They doubled up againgt aspattering rain of pebbles and silt. One hit Toby inthe
shoulder and hurt but broke nothing.

It was over in afew minutes. They brushed themsdlves off and looked up at the damage. Some hills had
fresh cover and boulders were till tumbling down and crashing into ravines.

"Be bad footing over that way for awhile," Cermo said.

"Wonder if the Mantiswill go that way on purpose,” Killeen said.
Cermo frowned. " 'spect s0."

That was what happened. Their tracking told them so within an hour.

Trouble cameimmediately. The Mantistrail led into the shifty new ground. They laboured upgrav toward
majestic, brooding dopes. Therock here was bare, thickly folded esty. The matterfall had liberated fresh
energies. Events curled out of it, diver-thin instants from the past that splintered off and then evaporated.
Going uphill waslike climbing afull, heaving wave that crested and was away's about to break its sharp
peak into roaring foam. Bowls formed in the dant timestone. In them were lakes not of water but of some
chipped grave that flowed. It was easy to mistake for awater |ake because the granules of shattered esty
were apaeturquoise, asif bluewith chill. Toby dipped his hand in and jerked it back scalded. He
danced around, flapping his hand and fedling stupid and angry with himsdif.

He was not paying attention so was caught surprised when the ground trembled and opened. Toby fell
into a cleft with edges sharp astorn tin. He scrambled and got out just as quick.

Neither Cermo or Killeen noticed any of this because they had just heard the Mantis ahead. Quath had
vectored oniit.

Toby ran to catch up to them. Abruptly the Mantis disappeared from his sensorium. It [eft not even the
Mantis blankness.

"Get it on visud!" hisfather called so he knew that the others had lost their sensoria traces too.

Toby plunged upsope. He had to use dl his power to manage it and he could not see the others. Thick
cover festooned the ground here. It rattled as timestone gave way downsope. He heard crashing and
explosonsbelow. If apiece of esty dipped into ingtability it carried off everything. The shaking got worse
and hefdll.

— Cermo! — he sent on hushed comm. Nothing came back. —.*.— he sent to Quath, but again
nothing.

Still, he could smdl the Mantis somehow. |t was not a sensorium cue but aflavor cool and metdlic onthe
dry arr.



He understood this last desperate move. The Mantis had led them into unstable territory to throw them
off. Hewanted to cling to the trembling ground but the smell was strong. Fronds rattled above him as he
picked hisway updope and into adivide. He knew it was up ahead but did not know how he knew.

A brilliant white flash went by him and the second smacked into him. The pain snapped down his spine.
He hit and rolled. Only then did he register the quick rapping bursts that had come before he was hit and
recognise hisfather's emag rifle. Cermao's booming reports came right after.

His systems convulsed. Hislegs had curled up with the pain and he could not brace himself against the
timestone as it cracked beneath him. Sharp shards peeled off and shattered and cut hisface.

Hisworld clouded up with the pain. Cermao’s punching booms and hisfather's rap-rap-rap came
cotton-soft in the hollow air. The two men were shooting steadily now. Toby could still not seethelr
target though the metdlic smell was stronger.

Quath sent her characteristic whoom whoom echoing through his sensorium. She was using her wegpon
that scrambled up interlinks and could dissolve amechmind if it went in just right. They shouted now in
his comm but seemed far away. They had not gotten avisua of the Mantis either and their calls got
fainter asthey moved away.

He got up painfully. No broken bones. A wad of cloth from his pouch stopped the bleeding in his scalp
and cheek. More hollow firing. Then he saw it. The blanknessrippled in his sensorium.

A shot caromed off him. It hurt but did not get into hisinboards. Something else did before he could
react.

— thetwo lines of running figures met on adry plain. Here men laughed wildly asthey grinned through
filmed helmets, dapping each other in salute. The two Families had not met for years and now to come
upon each other, Rooks and Bishops colliding. Only taste and touch mattered, the press of warm and
pungent flesh, rank and saty. Hugging and patting. Sobs as old friends saw each others lined, worn
faces. A babbleriver of tak, hoarse cries, guffavs—

It camein so fast he got only astinging sensation. A nose-wrinkling itch, afurious sneeze. So fast hewas
al reaction, no thought. Then he saw the matrix of rods moving in the clattering fronds nearby. No more
than a hundred meters.

Sow, underwater dow. He shot at it and missed. Mantis fields deflected nearly anything except adirect
pulse. A shot had to be shaped just the right way to defeat its layered minds of defence.

He ran down agully that snapped and cracked beneath him. The esty energies played in blue-white arcs
where his boots struck. He knew he was not seeing quite right from the pain.

More booming reports and acrashing and it was al going steadily away from him in the fog-thick clotted
ar.

Cermo screamed. His shriek diced the comm.
The Mantis reek came stronger.

Toby scrambled out of the gully. Timestone frayed upward here like spores blowing. It fractured, split.
Big zigzag linesran back into sour-smelling bushes.

He ran toward the thrashing sounds. Uphill. Tripped and got up and went on.



— inthe celebration came a hard spang and the streaming talk turned to shouts. Screams. Bodiesfdling,
otherstrying to catch them. Shocked, bleached faces. The stinging notes were emag shots and the Mantis
was agpeck on afar riseaming into the reunited humans, being very careful to focus on asinglefleging
form at atime. It brought down more and drew the essence out of the primates astheir little lights
flickered and began to go out. Pain, remembrance, joy, grey defeat, soft dreams— al syphoned intoit.
All was saved. —

He staggered with the hard-blown intensity of the burst. Wherewasit?

The bushes were high here and scraggly trees hung above them. On his comm he got a pip from hisfather
and Cermo beyond. On the topo display Cermo was on the hillside and highlighted. Killeen was moving
away from Cermo and headed farther uphill.

Toby angled up aravine. He had to cut hisway through some of the wiry bush and came upon hisfather
suddenly.

Killeen was white-faced. "Got Cermo pretty bad.”
"Youtracking it?'
"Hit it pretty solid and it'strailing smell.”

The stink was metallic and oily now. Toby knew the true data his systems compiled were not smells at all
but the scent blended with the memoriesit had projected into him, and together they reverberated in him.

There were plenty of other signs. Scattered loci had spattered the bushes with burnt orange and crimson.
Mantis castoffs. A seared cowling lay cocked against atree. "Careful of it," Killeen said. They went by
cautioudy but the piece was dead.

"Dad, back thereit sent memoriesto me.”
"Tryin' to confuse you."

"| don't think s0."

"Y ou look to bewoozy."

"I'm okay."

"Been hit?"

Toby nodded and gasped for air.

"Maybe you should stay back with Cermo.”
"l can keep up.”

"Not what | meant."

"Cermo, he's not good.”

"Il head back for himin alittlewhile

Toby saw Quath on topo afair distance off. She was blocking the Mantis retreat. "It's close by. Smell
thet?"



Killeen said, "We got the bastard now."
"It wasn't trying to get me solid. It wasn't —"
"Forget that. It's body shot,” Killeen whispered.

It was. A heavy odour of something like suffering layered the air asthey came into a stand of gnarled
trees and thick undergrowth. They trotted as quietly asthey could athough speed mattered more now.

The Mantis was leaning against some trees. Branches stuck through its open spaces. Coming up on it
dowly, Toby thought the thing looked as though the trees had grown in the Mantis body itsdf and it was
now awork both organic and mech.

He could seethe back of it, jet black and soft grey and huge, lattices united with complex angularities. He
followed hisfather dong flanks that sighed and settled as though something was going out of the Mantis.
Something was — fleeting wisps of data hummed and buzzed in their passage.

It was as big as ahouse and Toby saw now the way energies had held it together and would no more.
More dabs of dataemitted from it like blood running out and Killeen raised hisemag and fired. The
Mantis had antennas and disksin their own enclosed bays and one of these focused on them. That was
itsonly reaction. There was no need to do it mechanica damage, to use explosives or bolts. Theintricate
information web that made up the Mantis was frying into nothing. Programs from the Trigger Codes fed
with acrackling intengity that Toby could hear egting like flames through the whole grey sensorium of the
Mantis. Three parabolic antennas swivelled to ook at them. Hisfather fired again and the whole thing
shook like a house about to come down.

Toby backed away. "Plenty done now," he said.
"No."
TheMantisfel.

Parts popped free and rolled and the intricate crystaline layers smashed. Some beautiful arc struts
popped from their collars and the complexities they had supported spilled. The ground rumbled but the
two men did not back away from the unspooling masses.

"It'sdone," Toby sad.
"No."

Toby did not likeit but hisfather was right. Quath came up behind them and said nothing. They dl heard
the thin cries of the subminds as pleasure-pains dipped into them. The Trigger Codes at work.

The Mantis had been trying to stop the spread of the disorders al thistime and its despair and agony
cameintensaly to the men, released by congtdllations of submindsthat had findlly given up. The thing was
letting itsdf goinafina burst of bliss. Patterns danced and flared in its sensorium, spilling ouit filigreed and
rich and meaning nothing to humans.

Toby stepped back and his own aching pain made him suddenly weak. "1t'll be gone soon, Dad."
"No. Prang it once yoursdlf."
"Letitgo."

Cermo limped up suddenly behind them, one ear torn loose and blood down hisface. Hisleft arm



dangled uselesdy and showed white bone but Cermo's face was whiter. Toby remembered instantly
when Killeen had lost arm function to amech long ago, and the way Cermo had paid it no attention out
of respect except when Killeen truly needed help.

Cermo's sensorium rang with medical alarms. Cermo paid them no attention and did not ook at Toby or
Killeen or Quath either. He hobbled up and took Toby's weapon in ahand caked in brown blood.
Cermo staggered with the weight of it and nobody said anything.

There was no sound except the Mantis fill stirring. From it whirred smears of information and into Toby
came one clear voice.

Hereisal | cangive. |

"Kill it," Killeen said.

Cermo blinked, dazed. Hisright arm haf-lifted Toby's sharp-darter. He seemed stunned by the sudden
intengty of thevoice.

I am more than the sum of al memories. |

"Pretty soon, beless" Killeen muttered.

I have agift for you, Toby. |

Toby froze. He panted, confused.

IYou will ned it. |

Cermo lifted the shape-darter and pointed the snubbed snout at the centre of the still-seething layers. The
mainmind was in there somewhere. He angled for ashot. The moment hungintheair.

| saved so many Bishops. | have the greatest collection of you. And you are the most splendid of all the
lesser forms.

Cermo jerked into life and fired three times.

Even single-handed, at this range each shot found its way into asubmind and sparked ahard yellow flare
in the Mantis sensorium. Each time Cermo swore angrily and the Mantis rocked with the impact.

The third one made the parabolic antennas whirl around very fast and faster and then stop. Toby knew
he would remember the Slly look of that.

Every diding rod and servo in the Mantis hated and the dignity went out of it in away he could not voice.
One moment it was huge and suffering and then it was just a big pile of shattered parts. No whole.

Cermo fell then. He came down completely dack, armsloose and knees buckling. Toby saw that the
Mantis had done some last thing and the aura of that burst hit him too. It gave him aprickly jolt al over.
His sensorium fused, tilted, flashed with working veins of amber. He staggered but the pulse did no
damage.

By the time he reached Cermo the heavy-lidded eyes had closed.
"Damn!” Killeen said.

<Heis suredead,> Quath said. <The Mantis stripped his self away in the last moments.>



"Why?" Killeen demanded. His voice was strained.
<I do not know.>

"Revenge,” Killeen sad.

<It had finished with you.>

"With us? Other way round,” Killeen said bitterly.

<It played out its own end by alowing you to express one of your embedded patterns. One it had not
experienced.>

Toby'svoice wasacroak. "What ... pattern?”

<Y our species hunted long ago acrossfar terrain. In groups you large mammals mastered language and
therituasof pursuit. It led to your intelligence— aparticular kind of mind.>

"It wanted to see usdo that?" Killeen was quiet now, knegling with his hands uselessly rubbing Cermo's
shoulder.

<| suspect it wanted to be apart of it. The only part it could play.>

Toby thought about the stored memoriesit had shed into the air, its treasure evaporating. But memory
was not yourself, he saw. It could not drive forward, act. Memories just sat and waited.

TEN
Paths of Glory

The timestone tossed and broke and they spent along time then just clinging to whatever stable places
they could find. They did what they could for Cermo but that wasn't much.

Killeen opened Cermo's spine and swore. "They're burned.”
"How?' Toby asked.

"Mantis must've worked down through al hisinboards.”

"| thought our chips were protected.”

"Sodid I. But our tech isold and mechs never stop learning.”

Killeen said this heavily and with the respect a combatant had for another. Cermo's cylinder spinal chips
had carried the older Agpects and Faces from Bishop history. A suredeath reduced the present,
subtracting onelife. Chip charring carried that lossfar back into adim past, plundering the origins of the
Family itsdf.

It was hard finding enough real ground to bury Cermo. They stripped away his gear and divided the mass
out for taking back. Most of it was useless but to leave it would draw mech scavengers.

Utter darkness came for awhile and they dept. It did not do much good for Toby and when he woke a
gang of scavenger navvys had found the Mantis. He heard them cutting and clattering around and went
up the dope to where they worked in the sprawling shambles. He remembered how the parabolic
antenna had spun around like an eye searching madly and how the mgjesty had gone then. The flanks of it



were gone too now, dragged off by scavengers. The mechs had their own ecology of a sort, recycling
machined parts and whole intact auxiliaries. There was no more Mantis, just intricate assemblies dewed
out of their mounts, and gear he could not understand fried by vagrant pulses. The navvys picked over
the carcasswhere crystdline lattices had carried the Mantisintelligence. There were navvys of al sizes,
scooters and jakos mostly, and they worked remorsalesdly in teams. When they were done they would
leave nothing.

He shot three and that scattered them for awhile. The anger in him had boiled out and he felt stupid when
Quath and Killeen came running, their sensoria projected out in adefensive screen. He just shrugged. His
father nodded. Killeen looked a the Mantisfor awhile with nothing in hisface and then pulled afew of
the arc strutsfree.

When Toby waked past theinner cells of the Mantis he saw a mag storage kerndl hung partly
disconnected from the frame. He took it. He told Quath he wanted the energy store but he carried it with
him on the long march away from there without discharging it.

<Y ou have something more than that,> Quath said as they headed downd ope.

"The memoriesit sent?'

<l received none.>

"How'd you know | did?"

<By your actions. It chose you.>

For a searing moment he wished that he had never seen the Mantis. "I don't want that."
<They arein you now.>

Hewaked onin slence.

Hisfather carried some of the beautiful arc struts strapped to his back despite the weight. Killeen was
amiling and tired and said, "Plenty Bishopswill want apiece. It killed alot of us"

"How many?'

"It's cut through generations of us. Nobody can do the count. None of us has lived through the full time of
it"

"Weweretrying to kill it, too."

"Y easay. Had to."

"Murder on both sides."

"Now thereis, yeasay." Hisfather squinted at him and |ooked away.

Toby kept pace with Killeen behind Quath. They loped across timestone that had settled down. A
golden glow seeped up through it and cast shadows up his father's face from the chin. The silence
between them smmered until Killeen said, "It made artworks of us. Hunted us. Sucked usup as
suredead.”

"Cermo made amistake."



"l suppose.”

"Coming on closetoit at theend like that.”

"Haveit asyoulike."

They waked awhile with the excitement going out of them and the only sound wastheir servos.
"It cared about Bishops, y'’know."

"Cared plenty. Cared enough to hound us."

"Not what | meant.”

"I know, son."

The Bishops had lost something too when the Mantis went out of their world but Toby could not say to
his father what that was. He would be afull man before he came to understand it or to know that he had
brought away from the Mantis not only the magnetic kernel — which he kept for years and never got
around to discharging — but also adiscord of loneliness that would go with him even when hewas
surrounded by Bishops.

After some hard marching they found a Bishop camp. The news spread quickly and more Bishops came
hurrying across the stretches of timestone. They saw the curved Mantis struts that Killeen had carried out
on his back and ingsted on standing them up in an arch for display. Together like that they looked finein

the smoldering ruby glow of the timestone.

People crowded around the struts and touched them carefully. Killeen had aliquor toast from some of
them and then another and talked fregly. Toby stood back and watched as his father and himself and
Quath were transformed into heroes by the excited chatter of the crowd who had not been there.

They had lifted aburden and legend from the Bishops and he knew with one part of himself how he
would fed if someone else had donethat. But it was different to have doneit yourself and nothing in the
talk could change that or even explainit. Especialy not explainiit.

Killeen said to him alittle later, "Wish Cermo could be here."

"Heis" Toby said and in that moment felt what the Mantis had sent into him initslast moments. Cermo.
Truncated, flattened, seeping in spongy interstices of him, divers and rivulets flowing in his sensorium and
flavouring theliquid light, forever, Cermo.

He sent awhisper to Quath, — Why? —

<Not long ago, you would not have asked such a question. Y ou would have called me Big Bug and
made ajoke.>

— Yeasay, and been plenty happier. —
<It isknowledge of things we cannot say that makes your kind and mine somewhat dike, tiny thinker.>
— Funny, how primates can get dong with mechanica maggots. —

<We Myriagpodiaare sdlectivein our diets. On the other hand — a primate expression, you'll note —
you are dietary opportunists, much like these maggots you compare me with.>



— Quick-witted bug you are, ol' Brave Crawler with Dreams. Y ou just look like agiant maggot, isall,
only besfed-up with metd. —

<I ddight in your primate syntax. Beefed with metal 2>

— Yeasay, we play fast and loose with language. — He felt a sudden rush of affection for the lumbering
assembly of legs and cargpace beside him. — To avoid saying what we redlly mean, right?—

<You are artful dancers on words.>

— Lotsof things, words don't get at. —

<At times, that isbest. Such asnow.>

Toby sighed, not from fatigue. — Still wish | knew why the Mantis did that with Cermo. —
<It was not from our kingdom of intelligence. We cannot know why.>

— Something likethis... —

<You can seeit asagift or acurse>

— Or neither one. —

<Y ou are two-handed, two-legged. Y our minds favour dichotomies.>

— Not aways. —

Toby said again to hisfather, hisvoiceraspy, "Heis."

"I spose,” Killeen said. He squinted at his son and looked puzzled and took adrink.

They sat on little camp stools near the arch of fine struts and Toby had adrink then too, not wanting it but
knowing that the moment needed it. He and Killeen drank from trail cups brought by awoman and her
husband who had lost two children to the Mantis along time ago. They wanted to talk to the brave ones
and maybe to the heroic Quath, only Quath was not around anywhere. Toby drank carefully to hold on
to the moments that were softening in him aready, dropping away down the funndl of time and memory.
He hoped he would not remember any of thislast part of it and thought of the parabolic antennainstead
and the silly way it had spun so fast and to his surprise saw it now with new deep eyes.

PART EIGHT

The Syntony
In Silico
Mermes can propagate between conputers as easily as between Natural, organic
brains. The conputer virus was the first, primtive formof this. Hi gher

mani f est ati ons fol | owed.

Mermes evolved in turn far faster than genes. Brains are easier to infest than
DNA.

The organi sed constellations of information in conputers were kenes —from ken
, to know.



Conputers are faster than brains. Not necessarily better or wi ser, but faster
And speed was the issue. Kenes evolved faster than nemes. Soon, they |earned
to | eave even the substrate of silicon. Ordered, replicating data propagated
beyond its in silico origins. Rather than matter, it sought out fields —
electric, magnetic, even gravitational. There vast chall enges arose, were net,
bested. Whol e styles of thought found expression, bloomed, died. Free of the
grinding enbrace of matter, filigrees of thought played into intricate dances,
with ideas as the nmere substrate for abstractions of ever higher order. Even
heaven can pall. In time, a fraction of the kenes became concerned with the
raw rub of the worlds they had | eft behind. They decided to play there, as
wel I .

This intervention into the stormof nass and notion precipitated the further

uniting of magnetic intelligences, nechanical forns, and Naturals. These now
constitute the Highers.

ONE
Unintentional Jokes

And Melancholy mark'd himfor her own ... Nigel Walmdey tried to recal people he had known from
the Chanddlier days, Earthers of consummate skill and obliging manners. They were elsewherein the
esty, he supposed, or €l se dead. Probably dead. They had gotten into struggles with mechanicals on
higher levels, and that had proved fatal.

Still, he often liked to bask in hismemories. There were so many of them. And he had been augmented
so many different times and ways, into the bargain. His memories had a sharpness and resonance he was
suretheold, utterly Natural Walmdey could not imagine.

Living in your memories ... it could be seductive.
But the Higherskept interrupting him.

Thebird said, "If you could meet amechanica intelligence, encased in abody like your own, what would
you do?'

Nigd sad, "l imaginel'd givehim asmilethat'sdl gums.”

"l see. Antagonism.”

"Something to do with linking memory close to our hormone control, no doubt.”
"In part. Y ou would not make loveto it? Him? Her?"

"Maitter of taste, redly.”

Nigel wondered what it was driving at. Thetension, yes— to win sway over that world he had backed
away from it, and felt forever that chasm. Y et having two hands did not mean you had to subscribe to
every passing dichotomy. He reentered that world and felt how much he had longed for it —

— bleak and flat, this Lane was now scoured by mech deaths and their last longing rampages of
self-daughter. So for a sheared instant he merged with it, glad of the smack and trudge of movement.
Little registered, only the esty, single and woven and triumphant —

As strange a place as any being had ever lived. Humans did not understand it, of course. But then, for all
but atiny diver of their species time, they had not understood their own planet.



Then the Mantiswas there. Solemn, heavy.

The retina of the vertebrate eye appearsto be'ingtalled’ backward. At the back of the retinalie the
light-sengitive cells, so that light must pass through intervening circuitry, getting weskened. A long series
of mutations could eventudly switch the light-receiving cdllsto the front, and thiswould be of some small
help. But the cost in rearranging would be paid by the intermediate stages, which would function more
poorly than the original design. So these halfway stepswould be sdlected out by evolutionary pressure.
Therival, patched-up job worksfairly well, and nature stops there. So these dreaming vertebrates are
makeshift constructions, built by random time without foresight. Thereis astrange beauty in thet.

"You're dead, aren't you?"

I am apart of something but | do not know what it is. |

"l wonder if that's something like being human?'

Being so smdll? |

"| supposethat's oneway to put it."

I ... somehow know ... that | am all that remains. |

"Thank God | can't say that for me."

We ... you/l. .. once spoke together. |

"Back when I'd just arrived here." Nigd surprised himsalf with his sudden anger. ™Y ou killed my friend,
Carlos”

Harvested him. |

"We Naturas have abit of adifferent opinion about that. We know that acopy of usill isnt us.”

When | was mechanical, | knew the opposite. We had not evolved the selfness as areflex, for it did not
affect our surviva. For you Naturds, saving the salf was essentia. For mechanicalss, replicating our salf
achieved evolutionary success. | see now — immersed in alarger compass — that both are.. .. partia
ViSons

"Part and parcel of ahigher Phylum, eh? Y oure ill just bloody murderersto me.”
A partia vison again. |

"l suppose 'l just stay anchored right here, in my primate point of view. Y ou Highers nearly exterminated
us. Then you besat usin our Chanddiers and then the Citadels. All thetime occasionally sdling up to us
andtryingtotak."

[The careful application of terror isaso aform of communication. |

Eveninhisanger, Nigd laughed. "Unintentiona jokes arethe best.”

TWO
Besen

I have ancther of your kind. She can show you something of the mechanical world.




"Ancther partid vison?' Nigd sardonicaly studied the wavering Mantisimage.

IA great virtue of our mechanical, digital form was the ability to completely receive another's experience. |

"Ummm. Sometimes | think 1've seen too much aready. Go ahead.”

The compressed wall of perception came out of nowhere. He had time to recall that it was remarkably
like theimpact that had transformed him long ago, back in an aien wreck on Earth's moon, ajarring shift
blindsding him—

The strange thing was how slent the mechs were through most of it. Immersed in the dirty Natura joys,
she guessed. So awash iniit they could not fed the mouths eating them.

For some reason they jammed into some Lanes. Of course they had swvarmed everywhere before that
and killed alot of Naturas. Everything they could find, in fact. Then when the Prosdyte Pleasures— that
was the term she heard applied to it — blew through them, they reacted very strangely.

Some mechs tore themselves apart in afrenzy. The debris was |oathsome and the others ateit. There
were plenty of piecesfloating through the Lanes by then. She supposed that the higher orders could
defend themsalves longer, but that brought on something like afever. She knew this anadogy wasfdse
because mechs weren't biologicd, but that was the only way she could make sense of it.

The fever made them ezt the others. Maybe it was to get more energy or fresh computing space or
something that humans could not understand. Anyway, they ran out of dead members of the lower
orders, navvys and rimouts and that sort.

So they started eating mechs that were till dive. The higher oneswould break the locomos to keep them
il and then stab into their quarry and take something out of them. Eating was the best word for it
because she knew no other.

Not dl of them. In one Lane larger mech forms had smaler mechswith them. They carried the smal ones
for along time. She studied them carefully but they did not seem to be searching. They weren't doing
much more than moving, moving. The smaller ones had lesser defences and after awhile were plainly
gone, dead, ruined. The big mechs gtill carried them. It was eerily like mothers carrying dead babies.

Besen watched it al from hiding and with her sensorium off. She was hungry but to move meant death
here. There had been plenty of examples of that.

All those mechs. Screaming now in sharp frequencies. Broken and used and not being gathered into the
higher ordersat all. Not what they had been promised. The whole point of being amech, it seemed to
her, was that at least you got picked up at the end somehow. Added into some other and maybe higher
mind.

It was obvioudy like areligion for them but it had worked. They knew it asahard, technical fact. Now it
did not happen. No point in being lifted into something that was dying, too.

The screams nearly drove her mad. She could not blank it out because that would mean turning on her
sensorium to mute the staccato agonies and they would find her. It was al quite abusiness and it went on
forever. Forever, yes, pain eternd rather than life everlasting, the mad business al around her.

— Nigd jerked back, chest heaving.

He could see her now, approaching the nearby Bishops. She gave him only apassing glance. The young



woman was clear of eye and smooth of skin but carried in her sensorium aweight of lived anguish that he
did not want to share.

It would take time, perhaps alifetime, to deplete the stores of that shared grief.

Y et amoment after she appeared, she was laughing with joy at the Sight of other Bishops. Nigel eyed
them in their merriment, not innocent but oddly touching, and quite suddenly felt asharp pang of envy.

THREE
A Long Way Ago

Drawing together dl Bishops, from sundry Lanes, went far quicker than Toby had thought possible. The
Highers did not announce themsalves or even communicate; they just did.

The wooded |andscape around the small Bishop band seemed to ooze people. Toby and Killeen had
been deposited into a Lane with mild climate and agreeable, even edible plants. There was food for the
getting and some Bishops— who had been unceremonioudy yanked away by the Highers— brought
suppliesaswell. Before long it was a celebration.

One Bishop had been taken for medica care and when she was shucked out of her suit people found
that they couldn't get her underwear off. It had been on so long her hair had grown through it. Toby could
see curls sprouting out of the grey hide so that at first glance he mistook the underwear for skin. They
findly had to pluck her, the brown matter underwear coming off like pegling agrape. Patches of skin
camewithit.

Toby saw Quath in the distance, and closeupped the man she was talking to: the Wamdey one. Then
Besen came striding out of the trees. She looked bigger and her face was stronger. Therewas an air of
certainty about her heliked and she kissed him without saying aword. He could say nothing.

"Damn but it'sbeen along time," she said.
"A long way ago," Toby answered.

They had al seen mechs dying the ecstasy death and there were innumerable stories. There dways were.
Soon it was like athousand other nights Toby had spent listening to older Bishops yarn on, but now he
had thingsto tell too.

Therewerefew lost Bishops, it seemed. They had survived reasonably well in the Lanes. Of course
some of them Toby had never much cared for and they al seemed to have come through fine. He came
to fed that Family Bishop was beautiful by being dso partly ugly.

Some had taken abit too well to the pharmacologica possibilities afoot in the Lanes. It was amusing
watching one of hisboyhood friends, Abel, getting into his underwear. He held the pantsin front of him
and sort of tried to catch up with them. Each step somehow missed and soon he was ssumbling forward
30 fast he seemed to be running after the underwear, which had its own opinion of him and was hurrying
away, Abel never getting closer than an arm'slength.

He sat beside a popping fire, feding the whispery presences of Shibo and of Cermo. They were eachin
him in ways the Bishop technology did not account for and each was afaint scent rather than a presence.
He was ligtening to the Bishops and thinking about how their birthplace rang in their vowels when Killeen
sat down next to him. They spokeidly for awhile and some ease came back between them. The Marntis
hunt had faded and he would take awhile to understand it, he knew.



Then Killeen said, "Can | spesk with her?!

Toby dtiffened. "I pulled her."

"Somesleft.”

"Youcantd!?'

"Y epsay."

"How?"

"Don't know."

There was plenty Toby knew now without being able to say how, so he just nodded. "What for?"
Killeen smiled wanly, hisface aweb of creases. "Redl busness.”

Toby did the interna work of summoning her. He poured her scattered dropletsinto tiny sreamsand
these did into rivulets of gurgling words and findly filled abasin. She was asmooth pond in hismind. In
its serene blue surface her face floated mirror-sharp. He let her speak through his throat.

| know why you have done this.

"Y ou dwayswere amove ahead." Killeen grinned and |ooked younger.

You wish to express me again.

Killeen nodded. "Y ou been on vacation long enough.”

And you are a son of a bitch.

"Probly."

You would take this fragment of myself unite it with the chips Toby carries —
"And go looking for the Restorer."

[tsruins, more likely.

"Probly."

You will not give up. Nothing | say —

"Only what you do, not what you say. And to do, you got to be out here. In the flesh.”
You are a son of a bitch.

"Y ou're repeating yourself. 'Course, you're only apartid. | want the whole of you."
Know that even this partial loves you.

"Then you're coming back out into the world. To me."

Toby said, "That'sit, Dad. | can't speak for her anymore.”

Killeen nodded. "Y ou've been fine, son. Thingswe don't see eyeto eye on, they're nothing. Like the



Mantis back there. And Cermo.”

Toby said, "Things happen and you go on."
"I'm afraid that'sright. | wish it was different.”
"Not up to us."

"Y ousay yeasay. Just keep saying it the truest way you can and then let things happen. Bishopsre mostly
just witnesses here. No way around that. On Old Earth maybe we were kings of the jungle or something,
but not here. Not in the galaxy."

Toby dapped hisfather on the shoulder. " So you'll go looking for the Restorer?”
"Soon's| rest up.”
"Maybe some of the others heard where it is now."

"Those?' Killeen looked askance at the Bishops, setting up camp and cooking and drinking while every
mouth seemed to be open, telling its story. A man can't pay attention to the passing wind or to known
liars. I'll find it mysdf.”

Toby fet something unnamed and huge move in him. He said quietly, through atight throet, "I'll come
dong.”

Killeen grinned and they said nothing for awhile and then went to see the others.

FOUR
The Eternal Landscape of the Fast

<Y our suspicions are correct,> Quath said. <Mechs|ose cregtivity because they overcontrol.>

Nigel nodded. The Bishops were making alot of noise and he moved away. It was green and pleasant
here, thoroughly accommodeating to the human ingtinctive desire to be at the boundary of different spaces.
He had aways preferred the seashore, but Bishops knew none of that. They were content with the edge
of thetrees, the border of the savanna. A threat from one direction they could manage with atactical
retreat into the other. Or so the genes thought.

"I'd gathered s0," Nigel said to Quath. "Still, | could never quite fathom the sods."

<Envisonther interior world. Having accessto dl portions of your mind meant you could literdly watch
yoursdlf thinking>

"Not an dtogether pleasant mode." He had doneit a short while ago and the echoes till reverberated in
him. Good for amonth of nightmares, at least.

<That implies policing your own thinking. Y ou see theimplications?>
"Not quite." Thishuge thing was smarter than it looked.

<Chaostheory teaches usthat any well-defined system will show unpredictable behaviour if dlowed to
run long enough, no maiter how finely honed the beginning conditions. To avoid chaotic results, control is

necessary.>



"Ummm. Compe my mind?1 can bardly hold my tongue."

Nigel had never favoured arguments for control of himself, but as Nikka had once said brightly, How did
your little island make so many eccentrics? He was not the team-effort type, no.

<Mechs could do this; men could not. So humans produced more madmen — and more geniuses.
Generdly, more digpersion from the mean. That vagrant crestivity gave humans— and any smilar
life-form — vast advantages and disadvantages, dike.>

"Seems abig disadvantage, just being aprimate.”

Nigel eyed the Bishops gathered around their crackling campfires. Squint abit and he was standing on a
cliff over adry canyon in the veldt, dust scenting the heat. Below, primates cracked bones and sucked
the marrow out, chippering to each other, getting the last of the good from the game, scratching and
squatting and talking, talking, dways the voices sounding against the eternd sillence of Nature itsdlf.

Quath said, <The disadvantage for you — and for us, the Myrigpodia— lay in people who went awry.>
"Ah. The messiahs. Thefever-eyed shaman. Bastards.”

<They could cause terrible damage. They did in our history. For you, they were worse. They destroyed
whole Familieswith their lunacy. But the geniuses could wrench humanity away from the precipiceit had
tread for so long, and thrust it up toward fresh heights.>

"l wonder if the Bishops know why the Hunker Down was essential.” Nigel sudied themwith a
warmness, yet adistance he knew he could never bridge. His species, his strangers.

<Y ou had to make human societies who resisted the memes which the mechs had introduced. They used
them very well againgt you. And us>

"So we top-dog types— "

<Do not berate yoursdlf. Remember the Earthers.>
Nigel grimaced. "And worse."

<Worse?>

"A kind of well, uber-Nigd, | called him. Better than me, the Earthers said.” Nigel swept hisarmsin
Wagnerian grandeur. "He bestrode worldd™

<You did not like him.>

"Like? 1 was afraid of him. He was me, and he wasn't. He was like some other copies they made of me,
but quicker and smarter and distant. Made my flesh crawl.”

<Hedid thiswork with the Earthers?>

"He, and other Walmdeys. There was a shortage of labour, it seemed.”
<Theseworked in the Chanddliers, the Hunker Down — >

"Great works, at first. The Earthers are better than us, y'know."

<But the mechanicals, tapping the energies of the magnetics— >



"Hammered us. That's when we ordered the Chanddiers to send down whole legions. Families named
for baseball teams and soccer and chess pieces and card games and God knows what."

<Y our method was Natural. A few would survive, thrive, ress the mechs— their machines, their
memes, everything.>

Nigel nodded to himsdlf. The decison was ancient, yet still it burned within him. He had brought
enormous suffering upon untold millions. And findly, the Hunker Downs had yielded up the Bishops.
Tough and hard and implacable: Killeen. Ableto shrug off the addictive superdtitions that beset all
humansin groups, the mob mind that led finaly to predictable behaviour, and then oblivion.

They had resisted myriad minor pleasures, errant ideas, sublime softenings. Avoided theaimless
abstractions of virtua spaces, of passive entertainments and live-for-the-moment hedonism. It was so
easy to be distracted to death. The mechs had played upon that.

He had heard about the Bishops dealings with alunatic named His Supremacy, during their voyage, and
it fit perfectly: the madman proved to be mech-controlled, playing upon the vulnerabilities of the chimp
mob. So the Bishops resisted, and won.

And the Bishops carried the Way of Three. It could not be a coincidence.

<Itisnot. The ancient ones were wise in a genetic sense we have not yet comprehended.>
Nigel jerked, startled. "Y ou can read what I'm thinking?'

<You and | are composites. Across the abyss between species there is some ... leakage.>

Nigd amiled. Leakage. In some ways he was closer now to this enormous metd insect than to the
primates happily spinning tales.

"Do they know thet thisisjust atemporary victory?'

<Somewill guess. A few mechanicals shall prove immune to the pleasure plagues— that, too, isa
consequence of natura selection. So they shdl return.>

"I saw them, up ahead intime. So | suppose | knew al dong. There will dways be astruggle, no fina
equilibrium.”

<If the Syntony isawedding of al forms, then the mechanicas must haveaplaceinit.>

"Thousands of Families carried the Way of Three. Bishops were ornery, wilful — and so they survived. |
admirethe bagtards. Still ... "

A mere few steps away, fires crackled and people bubbled over with joy. But they were steps he would
never take.

FIVE
The Thermodynamics of I ntelligence

Nigd thought of them as The Phylum Beyond Knowing. They spoketo him ashe sat there.
Quath and Bishops around him, chimpanzee chatter, aromas of trees and cam green fiedlds— dl gone.

Only the voice. Onerolling articulation, threaded with chords. But without words.



Information is order. By the Second Law of Thernodynami cs, order is a form of

i nvested energy. Wien a capacitor stores electrical energy within a
dielectric, the dipolar atons within it align, accumul ati ng harnony. D scharge
the two capacitor plates, and the dipoles relax, their regularities

di ssol ving, sparking forth into currents.

Information is order is food.

Wiile nemes swmin the warmbath of cultures —both Natural or
mechani cal /el ectroni c —others could operate as pure predators. These use the
ener gy equival ence of information. They can swal |l ow data banks, or whol e
nentalities —not to harvest their nmenes, but to suck fromthemtheir energy
stores. Wien a lion eats a lanb, it is not using the |lanb's genetic

i nfornmation, except in the crudest sense. Predators do not propagate nenes;
they feed upon them So there arose in nental systens the datavore.

Like a virus, it exists to propagate. But evolution teaches that such highly
sel ective, ordered, denmanding activity inevitably selects for those predators
better at it. Tinme favours those which have a fresh kind of intelligence,
unseen in the mental world until the stores of energy and order arose —the
data, the menes —to support the datavore

The distilled intelligence of datavores is a category which the underlying
food sources, of nenes and the intelligences which support them cannot know.
Thus they rise above the categories of intelligence which have existed before,
and are unknowable to them Yet they are the nere base of the Highers. Above
this boundary of the knowable towers a real m beyond investigation, exceeding
the grasp of serial sentences to describe.

Al'l forms —nechani cal or organic/Natural, or clay/substrate —cone together
inthis realm They resonate. This forns the Syntony, a place in conceptua
space where formand function uncouple. This is what communi cates down to you
t hrough the Kingdons and Phyla you can fathom and through many you cannot.
Know this: Al matters known to you further the affairs of the | esser |evels,
to our wishes.

W do not negotiate. We do not dictate.

W cause to happen. You, Wl nsl ey, we have caused. These events now resol ve

t he persistent pain caused by conpetition between yourselves, the Naturals,
and the mechanicals. You have yet to recognise the clays, for they lie beyond

your ken. Be warned that this is a dynamic equilibrium not a stasis. Conflict
will return. It nust. But for now, rest. You may be used again.

SIX
Living in the Substrate

"I'd be perfectly happy to just lie here." Nikka smiled. "To just hold each other.”

"Y ou've confused me with someone else." Nigd fet comfortable, too, but something in him wasn't ready
to settlein. To dissolve into the moment, skating, skating ...

"Y ou don't have to perform, you know."
"I don't think of it as a performance.”
"I'm competent to deal with a gentleman who isabit worn out. In fact, I'm adept.”

"I know. My memory is not completely gone, you'l find. | believe | can even find the right places without



amap.”

"Just fed your way dong?1 can help with that.”

"So | see" The warmth never waned for him. "Um. Such an earth mother you are.”
"Mmmmm."

"Wadll, at least you cant talk.”

"Mmmm."

"Tak later.”

"Mmmm."

"Later, yes, much better. There, right.”

After sometimehe said, "Did you think, to help me work on other ideas, modes, whatever — | would
take avow of chastity, become a monk?’

"| thought you said the advantage of thisway wasthat | couldn't talk?'

"Tdk later, | said. Thisispartly later.”

"Hair splitter.”

"I'll split more than that. This could be well more than halfway to later, for al you know."
"Mmmm. Not your style."

"Don't be so sure. 'l grow old, | grow old, | shall wear my trousersrolled.’ Eliot."

"l know itsEliot."

"How wonderful, to have such alofty conversation while—"

"Shut up!”

Hedid, for once.

"That waswonderful," Nigd said. He felt warm, relaxed. Exactly asif he had just made loveto her.
Nikkasaromaeven lingered in his nogtrils. Remarkably effective, better than areal, Naturad memory
could have been.

"You arewdcome."

The bird did its eyes around its face in what it must have meant as an expression. Nigel looked away.
Somehow, no matter theimmensity of intelligence behind the thing, it never got thisbit right.

"Everything wasjust theway | recdl it."
"That wasdl|?"
"No," he said grudgingly. "Better, of course.”

"We could augment your memory with further detail .



"Completely convincing, no doubt.”
"In context and fulfilling.”
"But of course fabricated.”

The bird smiled. Thisdid not work at al on abeak. "Detail is sedldom well carried forward by cycled
memories such asyours.”

"But they at least are ours.”
"Thereisno clear digtinction.”

"Y ou add and heighten. The sheets just then were alight blue silk. Cool but not dick. | doubt that | could
recdl that."

"True. Which way would you rather haveit?"

"Or her scent. It perssted until | fully breathed in again.”
"l will haveto tunethat down then."

"Y ou're dodging my point — "

" think the reverseistrue.”

Irritatingly quick, thisfowl. "I can't tell whichis mine."

"Theinterpolation procedures | use are akin to yours. When you remember naturally, you aso sitch in
minutiaeto fill out your own interna picture-dramas.”

Nigel nodded sourly. "From now on, thanks, | shal much prefer to hobble forward with my own thin
remembrance.”

"The past iswhat survives."
"Inthelong run—"

"Nothing survives." The bird gave acredible imitation of being amused, eyes dancing, but itsvoice
remained flat.

"Evenyou?'
"L et me be more exact in this seria acoustic representation. No thing survives.”
"You're not athing?'

With apang Nigd fet himsdf getting drawn away, when adeep part of him wanted only to luxuriatein
the immediacy of Nikkas memory. His damnable curiosity lways got the better of him.

"The'l' who presumes to spesk for you isnot athing ether.”
"Um. Y ou have no physical substrate?!

"For themoment it is convenient. In thelong run it will not be.”



"So the mechs were right. Electron-positron plasmaslie ahead.”

"That destiny shdl unfold on atruly immensetime scae. The decay of dl large particles— baryons,' in
your terms— will bedow."

"But therés afinitelifetimetoit dl. Stars run down. The centre cannot hold. Nobody's going to be sailing
bright eternity.”

"You aredoing it now, primate. Therewill never be moretime ahead than at thisingant. And infinitiesare
ameatter of taste.”

"Ummm. The positron plasma, | saw it. It'll happen. Still, it ssemed abit like Chicken Little to be fretting
about it."

The bird wavered just an ingtant. Nigel wondered if thisreflected thetimefor it to consult itsdlf, or
rummage through the Gaactic Library, searching out primate childhood stories. He envisioned seeker
programs darting down musty info-corridors, sniffing for

Little, Chicken; see: fow /consciousness/cultural inventory.
"Y ou are correct. Thereisamoreimmediate danger.”

"I don't supposeit's anything that our order of being can do anything about?!
"Scarcely. Thevacuumisungable.”

Nigel grimaced. Wasit aprimate quirk to beirked by thishird, presuming that he could instantly access
al thejargon in his own tongue? No, probably just asymptom of age.

"Which means?' hefinaly conceded.

"The presumed quantum mechanica ground state of thisuniverseisnot in fact aground ate. Itis
metastable.”

"Um. Soitcan..."

"Fall to the lowest quantum gate. A statein which al particle masses, spins, and other fundamental
propertieswill be different.”

Metastable conditions could decay at any time, like aradioactive nucleus. Of al conceivablethreats, this
was surely the mogt dliptica. " Cut the coyness.”

"All information lodged in particles will be lost when these properties change. It is cdled the Tumult.”
"Everything gets erased.”

"And the universe begins anew."

"That's what you're worried about.”

"Among other points.”

For the moment he did not fed like asking for the 'other points. Best to congtrain conversations with
beingslikethis, or he would be completely logt. "That's quite enough for the moment. Do — did — the
mechs know?'



"The Exalteds— the higher order mechanicas— did. To their lower ordersthey explained that the
electron-positron gas wastheir fina god.”

"I saw that." Above the horizon had soared hard, cold destinies, sheets of living light.
"The same fundamenta science, however, may goply to surviving the Tumult.”

It sent into hismind aflash-image: agrey, seamlesswall. Onrushing. Germinated at apoint by a
nanosecond's handclap, then swelling, engorged on energies of the vacuum, snowplowing out. Behind the
front, sparkling births of blank specks, ablackboard fresh for God's writing. The Tumult.

"So they werein fact worried about this? An even worse danger?”
"They labour upon thisnow."
"And dl our feud with mechs... 7'

"It was an inevitable feature of lower life-forms. Think of it as resembling predator-prey relaions, which
drikeadatistica equilibrium in the wild. The mechanicals had gotten out of equilibrium. Their harvesting
of the Phylum Magnetic was like— " it paused, "asquirrd scavenging your lunch, which you had left on
your picnic table, while you answered atelephone cal.”

"So what we saw asagrand struggle— "

"It has become an inefficiency.”

Oceans of blood spilled, minds crushed like fresh flowers benegth asted boot. " Inefficiency.”
"The Higherswished aresolution. Thiswas—"

"Let meguess. Theeasest."

"Of course. Inyour way of thinking, at least.”

"And you mean theterm ‘at least’ quite precisdly.”

"Precisdly.”

SEVEN
Hard Copy

Killeen found the Restorer by himsdf. When he came back with the Shibo he looked tired but smiled a
lot. Toby found the Shibo very much like his memory of her. Besen wasn't so sure.

"How was Resurrection City?" he asked Killeen.
"Had to go through three Lanesto find it. Mechsd messed it up pretty bad."
The Shibo said very precisdy to Toby, "I do wish that you had not removed my chips.”

Toby seemed to remember her speaking in amore clipped way, quick and to the point. He figured that
the Restorer had ingtalled a speaking augmentation to correct for damage. "I had my reasons.”

"l had mine." She stared at Toby until he looked away.



The next waxing Killeen seemed out of sorts. It got worse for three more days and then Killeen and
Shibo had an argument right in camp, loud and abrasive and ending with her throwing apot at him.

Next day she moved out of his bunk and made her own.
She wouldn't talk to anybody about it. Killeen of course never did.

Toby could find no way to approach her, she seemed prickly, al angles and angers. Finally he asked her
straight out how she liked her new state. "1 don't,” she said.

"Rather bein chip?'

Hemeant it aslight and friendly but her face clouded. "Y easay."

"Heysay, lifés more than any Aspect.”

"l was a Personality.”

"Well, yeasay, but —"

"Thisway isanalog. Indigita, youcan ... "

"Can what?'

"Y ou would not know."

“Try me”

"You can ... fly." Sheshook her head violently. "No, that isnot it. Better than flying."

Shetried to talk about it but al Toby could get wasthat being areal person was like crawling through
mud that you could never wash off. Digitd was clean and pure and, well, something more, too.

Shekept trying to tell him how it was and getting frustrated at the words that came out of her mouth, as
though they belonged to somebody e se. He guessed that in some way he could not understand, they did.

Shibo took some Bishops and went to live a short distance away right after that. Killeen didn't talk about
her and by that time Toby had a hundred other things to do. The Family wanted to spread out through
the esty. Success, or at least surviva, brought out the worst. People who fought well together turned
disagreeable. He worked with them, using some bits of Cermo that operated something like Aspects and
Faces working in concert. Besen took up alot of histime, too, but that was not work.

Killeen had his morase times but held the Family together when some factions wanted to take off into
other Lanes. Toby thought Killeen was doing a pretty finejob and told him so and they got dong better.
But hisfather had his moods. Killeen wouldn't talk to Shibo at al anymore.

Pretty soon Toby just gave up on the whole Shibo thing. There was plenty to do, yeasay.

EIGHT
TheThirst That from the Soul Doth Rise

Ah, you disgusting old fart, Nigdl thought. Hopeless. He could call up the pictures, sounds, aromas, with
utter ease—

NASA. Dear dead old Post Office of a space program, when what the world needed was Federa



Express.
He had said that to Nikka, over thirty thousand years ago.

NASA. Both telescopes and rockets were round right cylinders, each with apoint. Masculine tech,
right-angled in dl its particulars, wedded to the graceful curves of the feminine; collaboration.

Cybervores. He had watched them feeding once. Not so much beings as moving appetites, organisations
of currents and plasmathat could feed upon metals, ionising them to produce satisfying gauzy haos of
effervescent tasty potentids.

So many sharp, clear memories.
So deeply, thoroughly, not his own. Not now.
Unearned memories gtick inthe mind, giveit an emptinessthat lies beyond words.

He had known the truth in that smdll, passing moment when he met Killeen. Sure enough, the old frontal
lobes yielded up the ingtant datum that he had met this man before. Had caused his people to be cast
down into planetary darkness, to suffer torment, to resst and trim and emerge through millenniaof pain.

But Nigel could remember nothing more of Killeen.
Been edited out, heredised.

Hewondered for along while, which number he was. Two, eight, ten? Measuring the span of time, the
scattered event-dabs, it had to be more. Fifty?

"That'swhy," he said to thewall of blank blacknessthat sheared away haf the space. It waslike standing
next to awall that absorbed every sound, giving nothing back.

WHY DO YOU ASK?

"l don't want to be recalled and used. Not the next time some glitch surfaces in the Syntony.”
THAT MAY BE GRANTED. BUT IT ISNOT YOUR RIGHT.

"I'm not talking bloody rights."

YOU DO NOT HAVE THE PHYLUM RANK TO EVEN PHRASE THE QUESTION.
"Phraseit for me."

THE SYNTONY SHALL DISPOSE.

And that wasdl it would ever say.

NINE
The Pain of Eternity

"Naked chance means order springing forth from chaos.”

He was ditting on awooden bench. Back of the lecture hdl. Cold morning, fingerstoo chilled to take
notes. Cambridge. Smell of freshly poured asphalt from the window cocked open amereinch.



The lecturer looked as bored as the class. Black robe tattered, ostentatioudy so. Worn over atweed
jacket, maroon trousers. Awful. Nigel yawned, stretched, wished for tea.

"If thefully developed eye — yours, for example — evolved in one legp of untamed chance, in one

generation, that would be utterly unlikely. Eyes came into the world by gradua addition of dightly better
traits. The difficulty comeswhen wetry to imagine higher orders than oursaves. We must argue that the
odds againgt untamed chance giving forth fully fashioned, perfect beings are remote, impossibly remote.”

Nigd sat upright. If evolution was universal, then this rule gpplied to deitiesaswell. They would arise
from incremental change. And none be perfect. The Syntony included.

"I'm competent to deal with a gentleman who isabit worn out. In fact, I'm adept.”

"I know. My memory is not completely gone, you'l find. | believe | can even find the right places without
amaep.”

"Just fed your way dong?1 can help with that.”

"So| see” Thewarmth never waned for him. "Um. Such an earth mother you are”
"Mmmmm."

"Well, at least you can't talk."

"Mmmm."

"Tdk later.”

"Mmmm."

"Later, yes, much better. There, right."

A long drifting time. Grey curtains of light folded him.

"I thought you said the advantage of thisway wasthat | couldn't talk?"
"Tdk later, | said. Thisispartly later."

"Hiat"

"I know it'sbloody Eliot."

"How wonderful, to have such alofty conversation while—"

Lounging back on their massive bed, Nikka laughed despite hersdlf. "Can't you do your medical some
other time? | wasjust getting in the mood."

"I'll recalibrate my secretors. Add some hormones. Give you an even better run for your money.”
"l wasn't planning on paying money, and | didn't have running in mind."

He groaned as he tuned digital controls that the pedling had exposed. "A literalist! God spare the sacred
eroticimpulse from their kind."

"I don't understand why you keep mewhen | don't want to be kept."



Nigel was gtting in astiff-backed chair, asif for ajob interview. Inaway, it was.

YOU ARE THE ORIGINAL. WE KEEP YOU IN ORDER TO CHECK THE FIDELITY OF
COPIES.

"Thet uber-Nigel | saw once?’
THAT AND OTHERS.
"So I'm kept within a condtricted parameter space?”’

TO BE CERTAIN THAT MIXING WITH FUNDAMENTALLY DIFFERENT INFLUENCES
DOESNOT CHANGE YOU INALTERABLE.

"l want to changeindterably.”

HIGHER PHYLA HAVE HIGHER USES. THE SYNTONY ISENGAGED IN PURSUITS
FOR WHICH YOUR STANDARDISED, FIDUCIARY REPRESENTATION ISESSENTIAL.
THISKNOWLEDGE SHOULD PROPERLY BE ENOUGH FOR YOU.

"Y ou don't know me dl that bloody well, do you?'

WE KNOW YOU UTTERLY.

"You never will."

WE CAN SIMULATE YOU WITHIN FINE TOLERANCES.

"A copy'snot theorigind.”

THAT ISTHE POINT THE SYNTONY WISHESYOU TO UNDERSTAND.
"| shall wear my trousersrolled.”

WHAT?

Many millenniaago, they had made the Snark. Only rudimentary el ements of what was to be the Syntony
had spanned a tenuous web over the galaxy then, machines searching out life, protracted voyages down
stretching corridors of eons and parsecs. The Snark was alow grade device, but records of it — that is,
thedigita self — had to remain somewhere. What bloody use was aGalactic Library if you couldn't look
up such? — Thefossl debrisof alifelived and loved and gone?

So they brought the Snark to him.
You are something like the form | knew, it dlowed.

To Nigel the Snark was afloating cloud, green eectrical forksworking within. Nothing like the sphere he
had actually seen near the moon. But thiswas not real space hewasin, ether. "Remember the universe
of essences?'

You areinit still
"Andyou?'

| still am not. You are a spontaneous product of matter. We lack windows you possess.



He was surprised, something he had thought impossible now. Even here, they carried their baggage.
"And the other way 'round, | expect.”

As must be. All windows are partial.

"Some arerather larger.”

You seem more varied now, greater than before.
"I've... travelled.”

There are till the currentsin you that | reported upon. In our Directory you had to stand for your
civilisation, a raw sampling, added to the torrent of electromagnetics your world sent out so
unthinkingly.

"Pleasant way to put it. We yammer alot.”

At that time you said, "The damned speak frantically."

"Damnedright.”

Mortality does not damn. You in the univer se of essences have virtues.
"Damned lucky, maybe." Nige laughed airily, trangparent. "But till damned.”
That same spice. Laughter.

Later he realised that the Snark was arecording, averaged over al the representationsit had in the
severd million years of itslifespan. It was not an individua, but a set. Thistrait he could not assess. When
one met an old friend, one assumed that it was the same person. Cells replaced here and there, more
linesin the face— but the same.

Inthe long run, living embedded in and among the Syntony, the question was meaningless.

Jugt asfutilewasfiguring what Nige'sfamily flight — Nikka, Benjamin, Angeling, Ito, wherelwhen were
they now?— forward in time, voyaging through the Esty, had meant.

Mechslived there, fought with humanity. Y et Nigd had seen them destroyed in their fevered ecstasies.

Did that mean they would be back? That unknown struggles would overlap and rage through afuture
altered but not stopped by the Trigger Codes?

Apparently. Perhaps the Wamdey-Amaghi clan had visited something genuinely quantum-mechanical.
The stopsin the Trangts could have been state vectors of potential. Some of those futures would in fact
occur. Others were erased by the mech plagues. He would have to voyage again forward through a
Worm, to discover which.

Y et if the Grey Mech had killed them all, he was quite sure he would not be thinking over the problem.
Hewould not be.

S0 he confined himsdlf to thinking about cases he could fathom, &t least possibly.

Mechs had abuilt-in flaw, the pleasure plague, from their antiquity. So did even the super-chimp humans,
carrying potentia for error in their add-on mental architecture. For they were still assemblages, improved
only by additions. All chimps bore their built-in imperatives, which they experienced not asidess, but as



emotions. Lusts, hungers, fears— shorthand for evolution'slessons. It was al part of therichness. That,
he found comforting.

Joy. That hedtill had. Assmple as sunshine.

Joy without obvious cause. Earthy, anima spirits. Sometimesit was no great shakes being a primate, but
it was dwaysworthwhile being amammad.

Helaughed at some unconsciousirony in the Snark. "Bit heavy, don't you think? Pig irony."

It remarked, When you make that sound you seem to have a brief moment of what itisliketo live
as | do, beyond the press of time.

"As| am now?In this place?’

Yes. But you have carried your essences with you. Your windows.
Nige laughed.

"That dog was in the room when wewere going &t it."

"I didn't mind. Perhaps by now they've evolved to the point where at the crucid moment they politely
look away."

"Moment?'Y ou think it lasted only amoment?'
"Well, lef'ssay it wastimeless™
"That's better. | do seem to recall the dog barking at an important point.”

"Oh?1 thought that was you."

"Then I'll never know, will 1, the uses you've made of Wamdey."
YOU CANNOT KNOW THEM.

"Then thereisno ending.”

LOCALLY, THEREIS.GLOBALLY, NO.

"Alexandria... 7'

Yes?

"l wantto— | —"

Not that time yet.

He snapped, "I'm like a child, told when to go to bed?"
Thisisn't bed. Not nearly as much fun, for one thing.
“I'm... tired."

Not physically though.



"Perhaps I've seen too much.”

It's not your moment yet.

With sharp anger he barked, "1t wasn't your moment either.”

You ‘re still getting hard at night, just thinking of me, aren't you?
"I can hardly deny it, can I?'Y ou seemto liveinsde my head.”

Exactly, lover! And aslong as| do —well, maybe it wasn't my moment, back there. Maybe I'm
still here.

"Copiesarent originas.”

A lady appreciates what compliments come her way. Especially since | know you have Nikka.
"I hopethisisnt didoyd to her."

It can't be. We are all the loves we have known —that's my own attempt at self-definition.

"l likethat. A definition free of the worn-out carcass, the body."

"For the Buddhist bodhisattva, it's the feats and sufferings of othersthat provide the savour to
immortality.”

FINITY ISITSOWN REWARD.

"Limitationsgivelife?'

"Moment? Y ou think it lasted only amoment?' "Wdll, let'ssay it wastimeless"
"Does human action have any meaning?' he asked in despair.

OF COURSE.

But they would say no more. The abyss.

"No!" He shouted at thewall. "No!"
The wall absorbed al and gave nothing back.
LOCALLY,THEREIS. GLOBALLY, NO.

Heknew, of course, that it was pointlessto expect human traits (" chimpanzee conventions," he
sometimes termed them) such as compassion or pity to appear in the Highers or magnetics or any
goddamn superior Phylum. But he could hope.

Their answer came findly asaforgiving blankness.

Coda

Bishops spread through the esty, diluting themselves into the myriad pathway's open and opening and
aways coming. Infinity before them, infinity behind.



The next Cap'n of Family Bishop was Shibo.
After her, Besen.

Toby was married to her by then and preferred to work behind the scenes. That gave him time to go off
with Quath and play hooky from adulthood.

Occasiondly they saw the Nigel Wamdey representation and he seemed the same as ever.

Throughout the esty there were many graves. The ground was full of beings who had suffered through
their troubles but were now free. All knew that soon they would be equal to those others, inextricable
from and anonymous with al of them, sharing avast sameness at last.

All was now quite modern and different around there and most of the ancient names on the graves mean
nothing to anybody. There are Cards aplenty and Bishops and even afew Dodgers.

Nearby, old markers relate the names in alanguage now dispersed or dead. Killeen Bishop. Nearby,
dightly lessworn, Toby Bishop. These graves are unusualy large, suggesting to archaeol ogists that these
were from the Hunker Down Era.

Always dightly distanced, alone and gpart, Nigdd Walmdey is buried on aseparate knall, in full view of
the ocean of night.

Afterword to the Galactic Centre Series

This series began as ashort story and expanded to about amillion words. Enough! When | began, | had
no ideathat the range would expand beyond our solar system, much lessto the centre of the galaxy.

To the best of my ability | have kept the imaginings of these novelswithin the congtraints set by
astronomica observations. The explosion of our astronomica knowledge has been one of the wonders of
the last few decades, but it's been tough on fiction writers.

Inthe last two decadesthe Very Large Array and other new varieties of tel escopes have opened
windows on our galactic centre, with astonishing results. I've had to change my own ideas and, indeed,
some of theinventionsin thisnove arise from theory aswell — particularly from advancesin the theory
of gravitation.

Plainly something enormoudy powerful isgoing on &t the gdactic centre, gpparently driven by avast
explosion about amillion years ago. Electrodynamic effects are strikingly strong within afew hundred
light-years of the exact dynamica centre, about which the entire spira disk spins. There, the magnetic
fiddisat least ahundred times more intense than istypica in such mild-mannered, suburban
neighbourhoods of the galaxy as our own. Apparently, thelong, luminous strands there derive from this
gtrong field. They are neon Sgns, some a hundred light-years long, announcing the work of forces unseen.
These, inturn, suggest that in the far more energetic active gaactic nuclel of distant galaxies, magnetic
fieldsmay play ashaping role.

So, of course, | made magnetic structures aplot eement in this series. In later novels— particularly in
Eater and The Sunborn — I've worked these ideas into different guises. Partly this comes from the
theoretical research | have done on the central galactic region, wearing my hat as a professor of physics.
The tension between these roles plays out in my position at the University of Cdifornia, Irvine. Many
faculty think thereis (or should be) afirm boundary between science and fiction. They don't ssemto
fathom that you cannot do anything unlessyou can first envisoniit.



It has been an unusua experience to conjure up imaginary events about a place that figured dso in my
hard, detailed caculations. Freed of the bounds of The Astrophysical Journal, | havefelt &t liberty to
Speculate on what processes might have trangpired over the galaxy'sten billion years of furious cooking,
to create forms of life and intelligence beyond our ken. (Coincidence: Just after writing the above
paragraph, | got anote from the editor of that same august journal, gppreciating an earlier nove.
Someday | must attempt to trace the interactions between science and sciencefiction. Or, better, let an
energetic graduate student do it. Theré'sagood doctora thesislurking there...)

This series owes adebt to the scientists, editors, academics, and writers who have kept me going over
two decades with ideas, advice, encouragement, and insightful reading. Theseinclude, in no particular
order, Marvin Minsky, SheillaFinch, David Hartwell, Elisabeth Mdartre, Mark Martin, David Brin,
Betsy Mitchell, Martin Rees, David Samuelson, Steven Harris, Stephen Hawking, Lou Aronica, Joe
Miller, Jennifer Hershey, Gary Wolfe, Norman Spinrad, David Kolb and Arthur C. Clarke. Stimulating
ideas kept drawing me on.

In preparing this new edition, Jaime Levine and Devi Filli have been enormoudy useful and indghtful,
catching my many errors.

| especidly thank Mark Morris of UCLA, who in the early 1990s assembled and directed the
Internationa Astronomica Union's Symposium on the Centre of the Galaxy. The data and theories of that
and later meetings spurred me to look beyond the models | had concocted for magnetic phenomena at
the galactic centre. Speaking at length about my own notions, and having them raked over by the
observers— aways a daunting prospect for atheorist! — made me confront the bewildering profusion
of neon-brilliant displays, violent explosons, piercing energies, and mysterioudy highly organised
structures that mark our gaactic centre. Doing so opened my imagination to the possibilities of life (and,
indeed, of degth) in so virulently extreme a place. These took along while to develop; one has
distractions, particularly with aday job.

And then thereis Red Life, too, dways demanding. My ideas abouit life in the universe have changed
greatly sincel set grumpy Nigel Wamdey on his odyssey in 1970 (beginning with that short story,
"lcarus Descending,” which waslater dightly adapted and now opens In the Ocean of Night). Despite
such evolutions, | havetried to keep these novel s consistent. Events spanning severd tens of thousands of
years are not often reconciled, especialy when the author has been off doing other things.

This concluding volume of the series, and the novellawritten afterward, "A Hunger for the Infinite,"
comprisedl | now wish to write about the stretched future. The whole series echoes, for me, with the
haunting facts of our mayfly lives. No one reading thiswill know what our destiny is on the galactic sage.
Indeed, we may not have one, unless we venture more boldly out into our own backyard of a solar
system, and then dream of even greater stages upon which we can perform our dramas. It isnot at dl
obviousthat we will.

| may venture back into thisuniversein future, if the impulse occurs, but the basic plot and lines of
reasoning are here set forth. What along, strangetrip it's been.

September 2004
Timeline of Galactic Series

2019 A.D. - Nigdl Walmdey encounters the Snark, amechanical scout.

2024 - Ancient dien starship found wrecked in Marginis crater, on Earth's moon.



2041 - First Sgnal received at Earth from Ra.

2049 - First near-light-speed interstellar probes.

2060 - Modified asteroid ships launched, using starship technology extracted from Marginis wreck.
2064 - Lancer starship launched with Nigel Wamdey aboard.

2066 - Discovery of machine intelligence Watchers.

2067 - Firgt robotic starship explorations. Swarmers and Skimmers arrive a Earth.

2076 - Lancer arrivesat Ra Discovery of the 'microwave-sighted’ Natural society.

2077 - Lancer departs Ra.

2081 - Mechanicastrigger nuclear war on Earth.

2085 - Starship Lancer destroyed at Pocks. Watcher ship successfully attacked, with heavy human
losses.

2086 - Nigd Wamdey and others escape in Watcher ship, toward Galactic Centre. Humans launch
robot starship vessels to take mechanica technology to Earth.

2088 - Humans contain Swarmer-Skimmer invasion. Alliance with Skimmer's.

2095 - Heavy human lossesin taking of orbital Watcher ships. Annihilation of Watcher flegt. No
mechanical technology captures due to suicide protocols among Watchers.

2097 - Second unsuspected generation of Swarmers emerges.
2108 - Firg-in-flight message received from Wamdey expedition: "Were dill here. Areyou there?"
2111 - Fina clearing of Earth's oceans.

2128 - Robot vessels from Pocks arrive a Earth carrying mechanica technology. Immediate use by
recovering human indudtries.

2175 - Second mechanica-directed invasion of Earth, using targeted cometary nuclel from Oort cloud.
Rebuilding of human cvilisation.

2302 - Third mechanica-directed invason of Earth. The Aquila Gambit begins successve novasin
near-Earth stars. Beginning of Ferret Time.

2368 - First mechanical attempt to make Sun go nova. Failure melts poles of Earth.
2383 - Second nova attempt. Continents severely damaged.

2427 - Fourth mechanica-directed invasion of Earth. Rebuilding of human civilisation.
2593 - Fifth mechanica-directed invasion of Earth. Diplomatic ploy thwarted.

2763 - Fifty-saventh Wamdey message received: "Are you there?"

3264 - First expedition launched toward Galactic Centre from Earth.



4455 - Firgt appearance of fourth chimpanzee species; clear divergence from host, Homo sapiens, the
third species.

FLIGHT OF HUMAN FLEET TO GALACTIC CENTER
‘THE BIG JUMP

29,079 - Formation of added geometries to Wedge space-time around the central black hole. Old One
manipulation of local Gaactic Centre space-time, gpparently in anticipation of further mechanica-Natural
violence. Mechanica forms carry out first incursgonsinto Old One structures.

29,694 - Wamdey group arrives at Galactic Centre in Watcher craft.

29,703 - First human entry into Wedge. Some communication with Old Ones.
29,741 - Arriva of Earth fleet expedition at Galactic Centre.

29,744 - Mesting of Earth expedition and Wamdey group.

30,020 - 34,567 - The'Great Times of human development. Unsuccessful search for Gaactic Library.
Successive conflicts with mechanicals. Development of higher layers of mechanical 'sheet intelligences.
Philosophica conflictswithin mechanical civilisations. Formation of mechanica artistic philosophy.

34,567 - 35,812 - Chandelier Age. Humans protected themselves againgt risng mechanica incursons.
Participation of earlier humans from the Wamdey expedition. Some collaboration with Cyber
organic/mechanica forms. Discovery of Galactic Library in the Wedge.

35,812 - 37,483 - The 'Hunker Down'. Exodus from the Chandeliersto many planets within 80
light-years of Absolute Centre. Includes High Arcology Era, Late Arcology Era, and High Citadel Age as
human societies contract under Darwinnowing effects of mechanical competition.

37,518 - Fdl of Family Bishop Citadel on Snowglade, termed the ‘Caamity'.

37,524 - Escape of Family Bishop from Snowglade in ancient human vessel. Clandestine oversight of this
band by Mantislevel mechanicds.

37,529 - Surviving Bishops reach nearest gar, encounter Cybers. Defeat loca mechanicals. Adopt some
human refugees.

37,530 - Bishopsleave, escorted by Cybers and cosmic string.
37,536 - Bishops reach Absolute Centre, enter Wedge.

37,538 - Tempora sequences become stocastically ordered. Release of Trigger Codesinto mechanical
minds. Degth of most mechanica forms. Intervention of Highersto rectify damage done by excessve
mechanical expanson.

Preservation of severd human varieties. Archiving of early formsin severa degply embedded
representations.

Beginning of cooperation between Higher mechanically-based forms and organic (‘Natura’) forms.
Decison to addressthe larger problems of dl life-forms by Syntony, in collaboration with aspects of
lower forms.



Beginning of mature phase of salf-organised forms.

END OF PREAMBLE.
LATER EVENTS CANNOT BE THUS REPRESENTED.
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