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In hisprefaceto Three Plays for Puritans, George Bernard Shaw extols the virtues of prefaces
and berates Shakespeare for never writing one. "'l would give half adozen of Shakespear's™! playsfor
one of the prefaces he ought to have written.”

1 Shaw had his own unique way of spelling things. Shaw had his own unique way of doing
practicaly everything.

Far be it from me to take sidesin the famous (one-sided) fight between Shaw and Shakespeare;
but | confess, | like prefaces and enjoy reading what writers have to say about their writing. One of
the great formative influencesin my youth wasthe Dangerous Visions anthology edited by Harlan
Ellison. Every story in the book started with an introduction by Ellison and ended with an afterword
by the author—some of them chatty, some of them evasive, some of them talking about what goes
through awriter's head as he or shetriesto make astory work. It wasthefirst timel redly got a
sense that people sat down and wrote this stuff: real people with redl lives, not godlike beings who
exuded words effortlessly. In Dangerous Visions, Ellison talked about getting together with these
people, shooting the breeze, or maybe just walking with them down the streets of Greenwich
Village... and the authors themsal ves talked about rewrites, struggling with characters, inventing
details, and putting them down on the page.

Thiswas areveation to mewhen | was twelve or thirteen. It made writing redl; it made the
writers red. | won't say it made methink | could be awriter—I'd been writing stories since
kindergarten, so writing was dready in my blood—but it made methink of writing in adifferent way.
Instead of tossing off imitations of stuff you saw on television, writing could be something you thought
about: something you put your heart into rather than scribbling words as fast as possible so you could
show off to al your friends.

Therefore, when | started to write the introduction to this book, | wanted to offer the same kind
of ingpiration to anyone reading this preface. | wanted to tell potential writers theré'sno magic
involved: just work and discipline, gradualy developing your insgght and technical skills. Thereis, no
doubt, some indefinable quality caled talent, but neither you nor anyone dsewill ever be ableto tdl if
you haveit. All you can do iswrite and write and write—and of course, read and read and read—in
the same way that Olympic marathoners smply run and run and run. (Yes, | know marathoners do
moreto train than just running... and there are useful training exercisesfor writers, too. But the heart
of running isrunning, and the heart of writing iswriting. Everything dseisauxiliary.)

Unfortunately, when | tried to write that kind of inspirational materiad for this book, the results
truly sucked. They reeked. They blew dead bears (as teenage boys were fond of saying around the
time | read Dangerous Visions). The whole write-up was godawful claptrap, so utterly pompous and
idiotic my computer started to make gagging sounds. It only went to prove another thing Shaw said in
hisintroductionto Three Plays for Puritans. the reason many writers don't publish prefacesisthat
they can't write them.

So what can | say?If you want a good preface, go read Shaw or Dangerous Visions... or
another of my favorites, Samuel R. Delany's preface to Distant Sars. All I'm goingto doistak
about the storiesin this book: how they cameto be, why | wrote them, and perhaps what | think of
them now.

One more note about talking about oneswork. Theré'sastory (probably fase, but | till like it)
that thefirgt time Beethoven played his Moonlight sonata, someone came up to him afterward and



sad, "Themusic was very beautiful, sir, but what did it mean?"

Beethoven answered, "An excdllent question. Hereswhat it meant.” Whereupon he sat down at
the piano and played the whole piece again.

| agree with Beethoven on this one—some things ought to speak for themsalves. That'swhy |
decided not to clutter up the stories themsalves with forewords or afterwords. Instead, I'm putting al
the chat right herein the preface, and it's up to you to decide if or when you want to read my
commentaries.

A Note on the Text: It turns out short-story collections aren't magically assembled by pixies.
This particular collection was put together by yourstruly, starting with the story manuscriptsas|
origindly wrote them, not asthey findly appeared when published. In my experience, editors
sometimes make tiny cosmetic tweaks before stories go to print... which only makes sense,
consdering these people are called editors. Anyway, | didn't want to go through the dogging
dog-work of comparing my origind text to thefind printed version in order to make faithful copies of
what was actudly published. Instead | went through the dogging dog-work of perusing dl the origind
texts and making my own cosmetic twesks. In other words, I've lightly edited every story in this book
to tighten up the language, make afew points more clearly, and so on.

That's the nice thing about being awriter—you can kegp working on stories until you get them
right.

And now for the commentaries...

" Muffin Explains Teleology tothe World at Large': Thisismy most reprinted sory,
based on anideal'd had for years before | finally found the right way to put it together. Believeit or
not, thefirst timel tried to write a story on this premise, it was asordid tale about a shipwrecked
sailor and adocksde whore. | won't even try to explain how the one story changed into the other—I
like Muffin too much to sully her reputation.

Incidentaly, thiswasthefirst story in which | decided to have fun with thetitle. Sciencefiction
soriestypically have terse no-nonsensetitles... and for along time, | thought titleslike that were
absolutely necessary if you wanted to be taken serioudy asawriter. Findly, of course, | redized what
aridiculous notion that was—not only did many great stories have out-and-out florid titles, but one
doesn't alwayswant to be "serious’ anyway. Therefore, | chucked out my preconceptions on what
titles"must” be and have felt better ever sSince.

" The Children of Creche": Once upon atime, there was athing caled gonzo journdism. It's
not entirely dead—I till sumble across delightfully over-the-top pieces of supposed reportage that
areredly just an excuse for mouthing off in extravagantly purple prose—but | fear the glory days of
gonzo are gone, gone, gonzo. Readers of "Creche" have told me they're sure I'm imitating someone,
but they can't tell who. Sigh.

(The answer isI'm not imitating anyone specificaly; I'm smply having flashbacksto Hunter S.



Thompson, Tom Wolfe, Harlan Ellison in Tick-Tock mode, and awhole bunch of other writerswho
fed my gonzo cravingsin the late Sixties/early seventies. Hee-whack indeed.)

By the way, thisismy earliest story festuring ascalpd. Don't ask me why, but scalpels keep
popping up dl over my writing... scapels and mutilating corpses. It'sagood thing | despise Freudian
psychology, or I'd be redly, redly worried.

" Kent State Descending the Gravity Well: An Analysis of the Observer™: Thisisthe
one story I've written asme, im Gardner, rather than from some fictiona point of view. It's not quite
atrue story—I never actually sat down and wrote out the "scribbles’ as they appear—but the ideas
did crossmy mind as| saw how the presstried to deal with the twentieth anniversary of the killings a
Kent State University. Our beloved media (asthey so often do) wrote around the facts without ever
truly connecting to the redity of what happened.

The shootings seem like ancient history now; but for the sake of our souls, we have to remember
that history isabout redl people with redl lives and red deaths. There's something disturbing about the
ar of unredity with which we often view the past—asif anything that happened more than afew days
ago took placein some adien dimension that doesn't have much to do with who we are now. I'm
certainly guilty of feding that way, too... which isonereason | wrote astory about fading memories
and trivializing other peoplestragedies.

"Withered Gold, the Night, the Day" : I'm normaly apretty cheerful guy... but when | saw
themovie Se7en in 1995, this tory just came blurting out over the next three days. A story inwhich
the world iswithered, thinned out, shriveled. Where Everyman isadespairingly unbaanced vampire
who seeks mord guidance from the Devil in abus shelter.

| should know better than to see certain types of movies. If 1'd seen amovie about the Care
Bears, heaven knowswhat | might have written.

"The Last Day of the War, with Parrots': A story from awoman's point of view. People
ask why | use female narrators so much. My answer is(a) | don't use them any more often than | use
male narrators, and (b) why shouldn't | use female narrators, provided I'm not ajerk about it? To be
sure, men often do lousy jobs of portraying women—>but | have to believe that's just doppiness and
inattention, not an inevitable fact of gender. | don't accept that the only type of character | can
legitimately write about is someone very much like mysdf... because frankly, I'm bored with
middle-aged middle-class white men, and there are far too many of those guysin sciencefiction

dready.

Therefore, | resolved long ago that whenever | wrote about the future, | would show it
containing just as many women as men, not to mention people of diverse cultura backgrounds, old,
young, straight, gay, rich, poor, and every other variation | could make fit within the story'slogic.
That'sthe sort of futureworld | wouldn't mind living to see.



One more thing about this story. It takes place in the League of Peoples universe, and readers
who know about the L eague might be wondering how two groups of aliens could descend upon a
planet and start waging war againgt each other. Isn't that against the fundamental law of the League?
Yes, itis, and someday, at the proper time, | may tell the story of what really happened on
Caproche.

" A Changeable Market in Slaves': Sometimesit takes a number of rewrites beforel find a
good tone of voicefor astory. And sometimes the rewrites get out of hand...

" Reaper" : 1n 1989, | attended the Clarion West Science Fiction workshop. Each student was
required to write astory aweek. Thiswas my first story of the workshop, written longhand in the
depths of Sedttle.

I'd had the idea of Reapersfor some time before, but had never made a serious attempt to write
astory about them. At first | thought the centra character was going to be abrash teenager like the
Hooch character; but after apage or two, | redlized it wasn't working. That's when | switched to the
current despicable narrator... and the story practicaly wrote itsdlf.

" Lesser Figuresof the Greater Trumps': Thisiswhat one cdlsaprose poem... or &t least
what | cal aprose poem, for lack of abetter name. At thetime | wroteit, | could be pretty confident
most readers would be familiar with the Rider-Waite tarot deck. | don't know if that's true anymore.
The world seemsto have acquired adisdain for such things; and not for healthy reasonslike sincere
rationalism, but smply because disdain comes so easily. Pity.

" Shadow Album": Inthe 1980s, | did alot of theater: writing, acting, directing, and improvising
(which iswriting, acting, and directing combined). Somehow in the middle of that, | got involved ina
mask workshop—ypossibly because said workshop was taught by my wife, Linda Carson.

Masks are powerful things, which iswhy they festure prominently in shamanidtic rdigious
traditions. Donning amask is often the first step to donning an dternate persondity. Masksare
therefore used in some types of theater training to help studentslearn to set aside their mundane selves
and become something Other.

If this sounds hokey when you read it on the page, let me assureyou it's very effectivein
practice. Masks can have a powerful psychologica effect... if you let them. In some sense, you can
"become’ the mask: someone you'd never let yoursdf be otherwise. There are obviousrisksin this
process, which iswhy mask workshops should aways be led by people who know what they're
doing; but taking risksis one of the great exhilarations of acting, and when it works, you can be
transformed.

In this particular workshop, we constructed our own masks. The mask | built, and the



personality | discovered within that mask, are exactly like the character ToPu (pronounced "toa-poo’)
as described in " Shadow Album." The mask of poor sad ToPu still Stsin my study as| typethese
words—the closest thing to amagical object I've ever made.

"Hardware Scenario G-49": Another Clarion West ory. ("Shadow Album” was, too.) All |
can say isthat my grandfather ran ahardware store and | worked there for several summers. The rest
followed naturdly.

" The Reckoning of Gifts': Back when | was doing theater, | wrote aone-act play called
"Gifts' that was performed by my old high school. Y earslater, when Lorna Toolis and Michagl Skeet
asked meto submit astory for Tesseracts 4, | resurrected the ideafrom the play and thisiswhat |
got.

| should point out the story is substantidly different from the play. For example, the play had
none of the Vasudheva/Bhismu subplot. There are subjects that high schools prefer to avoid...

Onelagt thing about " The Reckoning of Gifts'—the story is sciencefiction. Science fiction. Just
because the tale is dressed in fantasy clothing, just because the characters talk about gods and
demons and dreams, don't automaticaly believe them. Science-fiction readers should know better.

" The Young Person's Guide to the Organism™ : Thetitle comesfrom Benjamin Britten's The
Young Person's Guide to the Orchestra or Variations and Fugue on a Theme by Purcell. Thisis
amusica work written in 1945, designed to introduce children to the various insrumentsin a
symphony orchestra.

Structurdly, the piece starts with the entire orchestra playing a smple tune composed by Henry
Purcdl in the 1600s. Then each different instrument plays avariation on the tune, demongtrating the
sound of the instrument, the range, something about playing technique, and so on. When Britten has
finished taking apart the entire orchestra, he putsit back together again in afuguethat has dl the
ingruments taking the melody linein the order they were first presented. Findly, while the fugue
continuesin the background, the brass section soarsin with the original Purcell tune playing over top
of therest of the orchestra (which is gill belting out the fugue).

If that sounds complicated when described in words, it's quite straightforward when you hear the
music. Y ou can probably find arecording of the piece at your local library—check it out and listen for
yourself. Most recordings have narrators who explain what's going on throughout the music, so you
won't have any trouble following the structure.

| followed the same structure in writing " The Y oung Person's Guide to the Organism.” In my
case, theinitid "theme" was one of sciencefiction's classics: Firgt Contact. The story consstsof a
number of individua "voices' describing their moment of contact with an enigmatic dien organism that
drifts dowly through the solar system. Each of these individuasimpaoses hisor her own interpretation
on what the organism is—the organism serves as a blank date on which persond concernsare



projected. At the end of the story, in the fugue section, the individuas are brought together again for a
climax, and then the origina theme of First Contact comes back for the grand finde.

It'sworth noting that "Organism” tellsthe story of First Contact between humans and the League
of Peoples. That makesit thefoundation for al of the novels|'ve published so far.

" Three Hearings on the Existence of Snakesin the Human Bloodstream™ : It'sseldom
that | can actually trace the genesis of astory, but "Three Hearings..." isan exception. The night of
January 1, 1996, | couldn't deep; and when | got out of bed to find something to do with myself, |
happened to pick up a how-to-write-poetry book 1'd been meaning to read. (There's this nagging
voicein the back of my head that keeps saying, "Jeez, | redly should know something about poetry.
And microbiology. And Chinesefolklore." That voiceiswhy | keep writing science fiction instead of
something respectable, like murder mysteries,)

Anyway, | opened the poetry book at random and found a short poem caled "The Oxen" by
Thomas Hardy. The poem is based on afolk tradition that oxen supposedly knedl on Christmas Eve,
just asthey knelt before the baby Jesus on the first Christmas. Hardy wistfully thinks about the legend
and says hewould like someoneto say to him, "Let's go into the fields to see the oxen knedling." Even
better, hed like to see that they are knedling. To me, the poem was about becoming tired of modern
sophidtication: nostalgically wishing for smplicity and smple proofs of faith.

Thisled meto think of apoint in history where asmple article of faith was suddenly exposed as
alie. My notes say, " Someone has invented a telescope or a microscope which showsthe belief isnot
true; that personis pulled in front of the High Priest to judge hisheresy. The High Priestisa
sophisticated man and fedls the symboalic truth is more important than the literd ; but he knows that for
some people, thistiny thing will underminetheir faith.”

Itsastock Situation in sciencefiction: the moment when science confronts rdigion. But then |
decided things would be more interesting if, for some people, the microscope/tel escope did confirm
their ample faith. Some metaphoric claim of something in aperson's blood... and with the poor qudity
of early microscopes, some people saw what their religion claimed would be there. Over the
generations, those who did see something would intermarry with one another, tending to reinforce the
trait within that population...

A patternimmediately presented itself: first Leeuwenhoek with the microscope; then Darwin
explaining how selection processes emphasi zed the trait; and findly, amodern scientist who could lay
out the whole situation with real chemistry. The parales with Rh-positive and Rh-negative blood were
just begging to be exploited... and the story wroteitself from there,

" Sense of Wonder" : A while back, the editors of a proposed new sf magazine caled Sense of
Wonder sent mail-outs to various science-fiction writers, inviting usto submit stories. The editors
wanted "big" storiesthat worked on acosmic scale, stories designed to evoke the famous " sense of
wonder" that many people believeisthe heart of sciencefiction. Theletter specifically mentioned
Dyson spheres and other large-scale props of classic science fiction as examples of what the editors
werelooking for.



| certainly have nothing against Dyson spheres, ringworlds, and the like—I've read plenty of
good stories that use such knick-knacks. However, | wasfedling in acontrary mood the day |
received the mail-out. My first response was "Big stage props aren't what you need for sense of
wonder. I'll show you sense of wonder!"

Whichiswhy | wrote this little scene of two boys on a summer afternoon.

Andwhy | wrote al the other storiesin this book, too.

Jm Gardner

Kitchener, Ontario

July 29, 2004

Muffin Explains Teleology to the World at Large

| told my kid sster Muffin thisjoke.

There wasthis orchestra, and they were playing music, and al the violins were bowing and
moving their fingers, except for this one guy who just played the same note over and over again.
Someone asked the guy why he wasn't playing like the othersand he said, "They're al looking for the
note. I'vefound it."

Muffin, who's only six, told me the joke wasn't funny if you understood teleology.

| never know where she gets words like that. | had to go look it up.

TELEOLOGY [tdi-olgji] ndoctrine or beief that al things or actions are designed to achieve
some end.

"Okay," | said when | found her again, "now | understand teleology. Why isn't thejoke funny?*

"You'll find out next week," shesaid.

| talked to Uncle Dave that night. HE'sin university and real smart, even though he's going to be
aminister ingtead of something interesting. "What's so greset about teleology?' | said. Helooked at me
kind of weird, so | explained, "Muffin's been talking about it."

"So have my professors,” he said. "It's, uhh, you know, God has a purpose for everything, even
if we can't understand it. Were al heading toward some god.”

"Wetook that in Sunday school,” | said.

"Well, Jamie, wego intoit in abit more detail .



"Yeah, | guess”

Hewas quiet for abit, then asked, "What's Muffin say about it?"

" Something big is happening next week."

"Teleologicaly spesking?'

"That'swhat she says."

Muffin wasin the next room with her crayons. Uncle Dave called her in to talk and she showed
him what she was working on. Sheld colored Big Bird black. She has dl these crayons and the only
ones she ever uses are black and gray.

"What's happening next week?' Uncle Dave asked.

"lt'sasecret,” shesaid.

"Not even ahint?’

"No."

"Littletiny hint? Pleass?"

She thought about it aminute, then whispered in hisear. After that, she giggled and ran upgtairs.

"What did she say?' | asked.

"Shetold me we'd get where were going." He shrugged and made aface. We were both pretty
used to Muffin saying things we didn't understand.

The next day | answered the front doorbell and found three guys wearing gray robes. They'd
shaved their headstoo.

"We arelooking for her gloriousness," one of them said with alittle bow. He had an accent.
"Uh, Mom's gone down the block to get some bread,” | answered.
"It'sokay," Muffin said, coming from the TV room. "They're herefor me."

All three of the men fell facedown on the porch, making akind of high whining sound in thelr
throats.

"Y ou know these guys?' | asked.

"They're hereto talk about teleology.”



"Well, take them into the backyard. Mom doesn't like people in the house when she's not here.”

"Okay." Shetold the guysto get up and they followed her around the side of the house, talking
in someforeign language.

When Mom got home, | told her what happened and she flat-out ran to the kitchen window to
see what was going on. Muffin was Stting on the swing set and the guys were cross-legged on the
ground in front of her, nodding their heads at every word she spoke. Mom took adeep breath, the
way she doesjust before she yells at one of us, then stomped out the back door. | was sure shewas
going to shout at Muffin, but she bent over and talked quiet enough that | couldn't hear what she said.
Muffin talked and Mom talked and one of the bald guys said something, and finally Mom camein dl
pae-looking.

"They want lemonade," she said. "Take them out some lemonade. And plastic glasses. I'm going
to liedown." Then Mom went upgairs.

| took out apitcher of lemonade. When | got there, one of the bald guys got up to meet me and
asked Muffin, "Isthisthe boy?'

Shesad yes.
"Most wondrous, most wondrous!"

He put both hands on my shoulders asif he was going to hug me, but Muffin said, "Y ou'll spill
thelemonade." He let me go but kept staring at me with big weepy eyes.

"What's going on?" | asked.

"The culmination of athousand thousand years of aimlesswandering,” the guy said.

"Not amless" Muffincut in.

"Y our pardon,” he answered, quickly lowering hishead. "But at timesit seemed s0."

"Youll bein thetemple when it hgppens”" Muffin said to him.

"A million praised" he shouted, throwing himsdf flat-faced on the ground. "A billion trillion
praises!” And he started to cry into our lawn. The other two bald guys bowed in the direction of our

garage, over and over again.

"Y ou want to pour me aglassof that?' Muffin said to me.

The next day it was adifferent guy, with abig beard and carrying asword dmost astall asme.
When | opened the door, he grabbed the front of my T-shirt and yelled, "Whereisthe Liar, the
Decelver, the Blasphemer, the She-Whore Who Mocks the Most High?”



" She went with Uncle Dave down to the Dairy Queen.”

"Thank you," he said, and walked off down the street. Later, | heard on the radio the cops had
arrested him in the parking lot of the mdll.

The next day Muffin told me | had to take her down to the boatyards. | told her | didn't haveto
doitif I didn't want.

" Shows how much you know," she said. "Y ou don't know anything about teleology or fate or
anything.”

"I know how to cross streets and take buses and all, which ismore than | can say for some
people.”

"l havetendadllars” she said, pulling abill out of the pocket of her jeans.

That surprised me. | mean, | maybe have ten dollarsin my pocket twice ayear, just after
Christmas and just after my birthday. "Whered you get the money?"' | asked.

"Themonksgaveit to me."

"Those bdd guys?'

"They likeme"

"Jeez, Muffin, don't let Mom know you took money from strangers. Sheld have afit.”

"They aren't strangers. They'rethe Holy Order of the Imminent Eschaton—the Muffin Chapter.”
"Oh, go ahead, lieto me."

"Y ou want the ten dollars or not?'

Which wasn't what | ended up with, because she expected meto pay the busfare out of it.

When we got to the boatyards, | thought we'd head down to the water, but Muffin took out a
piece of paper and stood there frowning at it. | looked over her shoulder and saw it wastorn from a
map of the city. Therewasasmall red X drawn in at a place about ablock from where we were.
"Where'd you get that? The monks?*

"Mm-hmm. Isthiswherewe are?' She pointed at a street corner. | looked and moved her finger
till it wasaming theright place. "Y ou should learn to read sometime, Muffin."

She shook her head. "Might wreck my insight. Maybe after.”



| pointed down the street. "'If you want to go where X marks the spot, it'sthat way."

Wewalked adong, with sailboats and yachts and things on one side and warehouses on the
other. The buildingslooked pretty run-down, with brown rusty spots dripping from their meta roofs
and lots of broken windows covered with plywood or cardboard. It was a pretty narrow street and
there was no sidewalk, but the only traffic we saw was a Shell il truck coming out of the marinaa
ways ahead and it turned off beforeit got to us.

When we reached the X spot, it wasjust another warehouse. Muffin closed her eyes a second,
then said, "Around the back and up the sairs.”

"| bet there are rats around the back," | said.
"| bet there aren't.”
"Yougofird."

"Okay." She started down an aley between one warehouse and the next. There was lots of
broken glass lying around and grass growing up through the pavemen.

"| bet there are snakes," | said, following her.

"Shut up, Jamie”

The back was only a strip of weeds two yards wide, stuck between the warehouse and a
chain-link fence. Halfway aong was aflight of metal steps, like afire escape leading to theroof. They
creaked when you walked on them, but didn't wobble too badly.

On the roof we found aweird-looking airplane. Or boat. Or train. Or wagon. Whatever it was,
it had wingsand atail like an airplane, but its body was built like aboat: a bit like our motor-boat up
at the cottage, but bigger and with these super-fat padded chairslike maybe astronauts sit in. The
whole thing was attached to a cart, but the cart's wheels were on the near end of atrain track that ran
thelength of the roof and off the front into the Strest.

"What isthisthing?" | asked.

"The monks madeit for me," Muffin said, which didn't answer my question. She climbed up a
ladder into the plane and rummaged about in a cupboard on the rear wall. | followed her and watched
her sorting through the stuff inside. " Peanut butter. Bread. Kool-Aid. Water. Cheese. Diet Coke.
What'sthis?" she said, handing me back aroll of something in gold plastic wrapping.

| opened one end and sniffed. "Liverwurs,” | said.

She made aface. "Isthat like liver?"

"No, it's peanut butter made from bologna.”



"Weird. Do you see any hot dogs?"

| looked in the cupboard. "Nope."

"] should phone the monks. We need hot dogs.”
"What for?"

Sheignored me. "Isthere anything el se you'd want if you were going to be away from homefor
afew days?'

"Cheerios and bacon.”
She thought about that. "Y eah, you'reright.”
"And Big Macs”"

She gave me alook like | wasamoron. "Of course, dummy, but the monkswill bring them just
beforewe leave."

"Were going on atrip?'

"We'reon atrip now. We'regoing to arrive.”

Early the next morning, Dr. Hariki showed up on our doorstep. He workswith my dad &t the
university. My dad teaches physics; he useslasersand everything. Dr. Hariki isin charge of the big
telescope on top of the physics building, and he takes pictures of stars.

"What's up?' Dad asked.
"Youtell me" Dr. Hariki said, spreading abunch of photographs on the coffee table.

Dad picked up apicture and looked &t it. Turned it over to check out the date and time written
on the back. Sorted through the stack of photostill he found whatever he was looking for and
compared it to the first. Held the two together side by side. Held one above the other. Put them side
by sde again. Closed hisright eye, then quick closed hisleft and opened hisright. Did that a couple of
times. Picked up another pair of photos and did the same.

Muffin came into the room with aglass of orangejuicein her hand. "Looks more like adipper
now, doesn't it?" she said without looking at the pictures.

Dad and Dr. Hariki stared at her with their mouths wide open. Muffin said, " The dipper wastoo
spread out before. Don't you think it |ooks better now?’

"Muffin," Dad said, "weretaking about sars... full-sze suns. They don't just move to make
nicer patterns.”



"No, but if they're going to stop moving, you might aswell make sure they look like adipper in
the end. Anything eseisjust doppy. | mean, redly.”

She waked off into the TV room and amoment later, we heard the Sesame Street theme song.

After along slence, Dr. Hariki picked up one of the photos and asked, all quiet, " Something to
do with entropy?'

"l think it'steleology,” | said.

That night Uncle Dave was over for Sunday supper. Mom figuresthat Uncle Dave doesn't eat
s0 good in residence, so shefeedshim aroast of something every Sunday. | think thisisagrest ides,
except that every so often she serves squash because she saysit'sadeicacy. Lucky for us, it was
corn season so we had corn on the cob instead.

After supper we dl played Monopoly and | won. Uncle Dave said it made anice family picture,
usal stting around the table playing agame. "Someday, kids" he said, "you're going to appreciate
that you have timeslike thisto remember. A perfect frozen moment.”

"Therearedl kinds of perfect frozen moments,” Muffin said, and she had that tonein her voice
like she was eleventy-seven years old instead of six. "Right now, people dl over theworld are doing
al kinds of things. Likein China, it'sday now, right, Dad?"

"Right, Muffin."

"So there are kids playing tag and stuff, and that's a perfect moment. And maybe there's some
bully besting up alittle kid, and punching him out right now." She banged her Monopoly piece (the
little meta hat) when she said "now." "And that's a perfect moment because that's what redly
happens. And bus drivers are driving their buses, and farmers are milking their cows, and mommies
are kissing daddies, and maybe aship is sinking someplace. If you could take pictures of everyone
right now, you'd see millions of perfect little frozen moments, wouldn't you?"'

Uncle Dave patted Muffin's hand. "Out of the mouths of babes... I'm the one who's studying the
Wonders of Life, and you're the one who reminds me. Everything is perfect dl thetime, isnt i,
Muffin?'

"Of course not, dummy,” she answered, looking at Uncle Dave the way she did when hetried to
persuade her he'd pulled adime from her ear. She turned around in her chair and reached over to the
buffet to get the photograph they'd taken of her kindergarten class just before summer holidays
darted. "See?' she said, pointing. "Thisis Bobby and he picks hisnose al the time, and he's picking
hisnosein the picture, so that's good. But thisis Wendy, with her eyes closed 'cuz she was blinking.
That's not perfect. Wendy cries every time she doesn't get agold star in spelling, and she knows three
dirty words, and she dways gives Matthew the celery from her lunch, but you can't tdll that in the
picture, can you? She's just someone who blinked at the wrong time. If you want someone who
should be blinking, it should be dozy old Peter Morgan, who awayslaughstoo loud.”

Uncle Dave scratched his head and looked awkward for abit, then said, "Wel, Muffin, when



you put it like that... | suppose there are aways somethingsthat aren't aestheticaly pleasing... |
mean, there are dways going to be some things that don't fit properly, asyou say."

"Not dways," shesad.
"Not dways? Someday things are just going to beright?' Uncle Dave asked.

Muffin handed methe dice and said, "Y our turn, Jamie. Bet youregoing to landinjail."

Next morning Muffin joggled my arm to wake me up. It was so early the sun was just sarting to
rise over thelake. "Timeto go down to the boatyards.”

"Agan?'

"Yep. Thistimefor real." So | got up and dressed as quietly as| could. By thetime | got down
to the kitchen, Muffin had made peanut butter and jam sandwiches, and was messing around with the
waxed paper, trying to wrap them. She had twice as much paper as she needed and was making a
total botch of things.

"You'reredly cludess sometimes,” | said, whispering so Mom and Dad wouldn't hear. | shoved
her out of theway and started wrapping the sandwiches mysdlf.

"When | rule the world, there won't be any waxed paper,” she said sulkily.

We were hafway down to the bus stop when Uncle Dave came running up behind us. HEd
been staying the night in the guest room and he must have heard usleaving. "Where do you think
you'regoing?' he asked, and hewasabit mad at us.

"Down to the boatyards,” Muffin said.

"No, you aren't. Get back to the house."

"UndeDave" Muffinsad, "it'stime."

"Timefor what?'

"The Eschaton.”

"Where do you pick up these words, Muffin?Y ou're talking about the end of the world."

"l know." Thefirst bus of the day was just turning onto our street two corners down. "Cometo
the boatyards with us, Uncle Dave. It'll be okay."

Uncle Dave thought about it. | guess he decided it was easier to give in than to fight with her.
That'swhat | dwaysthink too. Y ou can't win an argument with Muffin, and if you try anything else,



she hites and scratches and uses her knees. "All right," Uncle Dave said, "but were going to phone
your parents and tell them where you are, thefirst chance we get.”

" So talk to me about the Eschaton,”" Uncle Dave said on the bus. We were the only onesonit
except for ared-haired lady wearing a Donut Queen uniform.

"Wdl," Muffin said, thinking things over, "you know how Daddy talks about astronomy things
moving? Like the moon goes around the earth and the earth goes around the sun and the sun moves
with the sarsin the gdaxy and the gdaxy ismoving too?'

"Yes.."

"Wdl, whereiseverything going?

Uncle Dave shrugged. "The way your father tellsit, everything just moves, that'sdl. It'snot going
anywherein paticular.”

"That's stupid. Daddy doesn't understand teleology.” She waved her hand at the world out the
window. "Everything's going to whereit's supposed to end up.”

Uncle Dave asked, "What happens when things reach the place they're going?'

Muffin made an exasperated face. "They end up there"

"They sop?'

"What ese would they do?"

"All the planetsand the sarsand al?"

"Mm-hmm."

"People too?’

"Sure”

He thought for asecond. "'In perfect frozen moments, right?"

"Right."

Uncle Dave leaned his head against the window like he wastired and sad. Maybe hewas. The
sun was coming up over the housetops now. "Bus drivers driving their buses" he said softly, "and

farmers milking their cows... the whole world like a coffee-table book."

"I think you'd like to bein achurch, Uncle Dave," Muffin said. "Or maybe walking aone dong
thelakeshore."



"Maybe." He amiled, dl sad. "Who are you, Muffin?'

"I'm me, dummy,” she answered, throwing her asams around his neck and giving him akiss.

Heleft usin front of the warehouse by the [ake. "I'm going to walk down to the Rowing Club
and back." Helaughed alittle. "If | do get back, Muffin, I'll have your parents ground you forever!"

"Bye, Uncle Dave," shesaid, hugging him.
| hugged him too. "Bye, Uncle Dave."

"Don't let her do anything stupid,” he said to me, We watched for awhile as he walked away,
but he never turned back.

Up on the warehouse roof, there was amonk waiting with aMcDona d's bag under hisarm. He
handed it to Muffin, then kneded. "Blessme, Holy One."

"You're blessed," she said after looking in the bag. "Now get going to the temple. Theresonly
ten minutes|eft.”

The monk hurried off, snging what | think was ahymn. We got into the plane-boat and | helped
Muffin strap hersdlf into one of the big padded seats. "Thethingis" she said, "when the earth stops
turning, were going to keep on going.”

"Hey, | know about momentum,” | answered. | mean, Dad isaphyscig.

"And it'sgoing to bered fast, so we haveto be sure we don't run into any buildings.”

"We're going to shoot out over the lake?"

"We're high enough to clear the tops of the sailboats, then we just fly over the laketill we're dow
enough to splash down. The monks got scientists to figure everything out.”

| strapped myself in and thought about thingsfor awhile. "'If we go shooting off red fadt, isnt it
going to hurt? | mean, the astronauts get al pressed down when they lift off..."

"Jeez!" Muffin groaned. "Don't you know the difference between momentum and acceleration?
Nothing's happening to us, it's everything el se that's going weird. We don't fed athing.”

"Not even wind?'
"The ar has the same momentum we do, dummy."

| thought about it some more. " Aren't the buildings going to get wrecked when the earth stops?"



"They're going to stop too. Everything will freeze except us.”
"The air and water freeze too?"

"In spots. But not where we're going.”

"Were specid ?'

"We're speciad.”

Suddenly therewas aroar like roller-coaster wheels underneath us and for amoment | was
pressed up againg the straps holding me down on the seat. Then the pressure stopped and there was
nothing but the sound of wind along way off. Over the sde of the boat | could see water rushing by
benesth us. We were climbing.

"Muffin," | asked, "should one of us maybe be piloting thisthing?'

"It's got a gyroscope or something. The monks worked absolutely everything out, okay?"

"Okay."

A long way off to theright, | could see alake freighter with acurl of smoke coming out of its
stack. The smoke didn't move. It looked neat. "Nicewarm day," | said.

After awhile, we started playing car gamesto passthetime.

The sun shone but didn't move. "If the sun staysthereforever,” | asked, "won't it get really hot
after awhile?'

"Nah," Muffin answered. "It's somekind of specid ded. | mean, it'sstupid if you set up anice
picture of kids playing in the park but then it gets hot as Mercury.”

"Who's going to know?" | asked.

"It'snot the same," sheindg sted.

"How can we see?!
"What do you mean?"

"Widl, isthelight moving or what?'



"It's another specid ded.”

That made sense. From the way Dad talked about physics, light was always getting specia
dedls.

The water below us gradually stopped racing away so fast and we could sometimes see frozen
whitecaps on the pesks of frozen waves. " Suppose we land on frozen water," | said.

"Wewont."
"Oh. Your turn."

"1 gy with my little eye something that beginswith B." Right away | knew she meant the Big
Macs, but | had to pretend it was atoughie. Y ou have to humor little kids.

We splashed down within Sight of acity on thefar side of the lake. It was aredly good splash,
like the one on the Zoomba Flume ride when you get to the bottom of the big long water chute. Both
of usgot drenched. | was kind of sad there was no way to do it again.

Then | thought to mysdlf, maybe if we were getting aspecia ded on air and water and light and
al, maybe we'd get aspecia ded on the Zoomba Flume too.

We unstrapped ourselves and searched around abit. Finally we found alid that did back to
open up acontrol panel with alittle steering whed and dl. We pushed buttonstill an inboard motor
sarted in the water behind us, then we took turns driving toward shore. Every now and then wed see
agull frozen in the sky, wings spread out and looking grest.

We put in a a public beach just outside the city. It had been early in the day and the only people
in sght were apair of joggers on agrassy ridge that ran along the edge of the sand. The man wore
nothing but track shorts and sunglasses; the woman wore red stretch pants, a T-shirt, and a
headband. They each had Walkmans and were stopped midstride. Both were covered with deep
dark tans, and as Muffin pointed out, athin coat of swest.

| wanted to touch the joggers to see what they felt like, but when my finger got close, it bumped
agang aninvisblelayer of frozen ar. Theair didn't fed like anything, it wasjust solid stuff.

Down at one end of the beach, ateenage girl wasfrozen in the act of unlocking the door into a

snack stand. We squeezed past her and found out we could open the freezer inside. Muffin had a
couple of Popsicles, | had anice cream sandwich, and then we went swimming.

Lying inthe sun afterward, | asked Muffin what was going to happen next.

"Y ou want to go swimming again?' shesad.



"No, | mean after.”

"Let'seat,” she said, dragging me back toward the boat.

"You can't wiggle out of it that easy,” | told her. "Are wethe only ones|eft?"
"l think s0."

"Arewe going to freeze too?'

"Nope. We got aspecial ded.”

"But it seems pretty stupid if you ask me. Everything's kind of finished, you know? Show's over.
Why are we 4till hanging around?"

"For anew show, dummy."

"Oh." That made sense. "Same sort of thing?"

"Well see

"Oh. Where do wefit in?'

Muffin smiled a& me. "Y ou're here to kegp me company.”
"And what are you here for?"

"Everything ese. Get me asandwich.”

| reached into the basket and pulled out the sandwich on top. It wasinside aplastic sandwich
bag. "Didn't we wrap these in waxed paper?' | asked.

Muiffin laughed.

The Children of Creche

"And 0 it's good-bye to New Earth and <BINK> hello to Créche."

Inter-World Vac/Linesis such amind-dogging Mom-And-Pop ouitfit that they think their
good-bye/hdlotrick is cute. Halfway through the welcoming spiel from the burstingly mammalian
Coffee-Tea-or-Kama-Sutra Flight Hostess... and speaking of sexud pandering, Inter-World, must
we be so heavy-handed with the airborne pheromonesin the cabin?1 for one am more comfortable
buckling up the seat belt when | don't have a pointlesdy throbbing erection... hafway through the
opening monologue with al its openly oozing femae fecundity, they hit the cabin sassfield, and
<BINK> it'ssix weeks|ater, we're dirtside on some colony where every particle of air has been
through one lung too many, and Miss
Wouldn't-Y ou-Like-To-Know-If-I've-Been-Surgically-Enhanced is finishing off a sentence that



started a couple of dozen light years ago. | mean, really, Inter-World, can't you see how smarmy the
wholething is?

No, you probably can't, you pitiful geckos.

It waswith thislgpse of taste in my mouth that your intrepid
Art-Critic-cum-Role-Moddl -cum-Provider-of-Vicarious-Savoir-Faire donned the traditional leather
jacket of his professon and sallied forth into the Vac/Port for afirst recce of the fabled planet of
Creche. | was not entirely surprised to find that aVVac/Port isaVac/Port isaVac/Port, al of modern
semiotics notwithstanding. Y ou have your usua gaggle of tourists from the colony one star system
over, the oneswith no particular ideawhy they're here, except that they just had to get off-planet or
go mad, and this place was cheaper than Morgannas Semen-Sea Whack-Me World; and you have
your traditiond traders from your favorite alien culture that doesn't seein the visible spectrum,
blundering around with incomprehensble accents, asking humansto read the Sgnsto them; and aas,
you have your mass of parochid flibberties who shouldn't be alowed to read our dear old Mind
Fours Weekly but do anyway, who have pilgrimaged to the V/P to maketh the Big Embarrassing
Frenzy of Gratitude that J*O*N*N*Y! T*H*E! S*C*A*L*P*E*L!, Knower of Taste and Taster of
Knowing, has deigned to descend upon their terraformed little Nowhere to partake of their pathetic
drippy lives and report sameto the Cosmos at Large (i.e. Y ou, Devoted Reader, currently fedling
superior to such hicks, for reasons that are more obviousto you than to Yrs Trly).

Still and dl, the Créche mob of droolies were atouch outside the normal run: old as dry beavers,
the lot of them. Of course This Reporter was aware of Creche's famed shortfal in the production of
mewlies and pukies; but you don't snugly plug into the reality of achild-poor world until you wander
into aVVac/Port expecting the usua horde of training bras, only to find that their ecological niche has
been filled by the saggy-sack set. At least these post-menopausal minks weren't packing those sharp
little tissue-sampling spatul as that the gigglers bring to scrape off souvenirs. (Honest-to-Boggie, kids,
if you really want to impregnate yoursalves with my DNA, break down and shdll out the bucksto one
of the fine mail-order houses that advertisein thisvery magazine. Y ou get professiondly-prepared
guaranteed-viable sperm, a certificate of authenticity, and a hyper-sincere form letter produced by a
state-of-the-art computer that fakes my signature better than | do; and | get to have an epidermis that
doesn't look like aland-use map. Bargainsal 'round.)

For al their greysies, the Raging Aging were dill cut from the typical Scal pel-worshipping
mode—each and every one of them was waiting to be discovered. Creche'sidle idolizers came unto
me bearing their children that | might blessthem... said children being sketches and scul pture, mosaics
and masks, tapestries, filigrees, etchings on flasks, holograms, cameos, prints wet and dry, ceramics
and beadwork and oils, oh my!

Cherished Reader, perhaps you have recently heard Creche lionized in song and cinemaasthe
Meccaof dl artistic perfection. Mine own earstoo had been visited by paeansto the planet's sublime
accomplishments, which iswhy | fdt it incumbent upon meto visit said colony-sized cathedrd to
Aesthetic Excellence and there do homage. Nevertheless, in those moments when | was besieged by
the untalented Crechian unwashed waving their pathetic attempts at salf-expression under my nose
like whores who want you to smell their panties, it came to me that we must never forget every
cathedral is surrounded by pigeons screaming for crumbs and crapping on the architraves. Thus
endeth the gospel according to Jonny.

| was saved from the gaggle of gleanies by my contact on Créche, one Phillip Leppid, PhD,



PhD, PhD (in Music Higtory, Art Higtory, and Pharmacol ogy—the Three Graces). Asthose who
clamto be au courant with the Contemporary Art Scene should know, the good
Doctor-Doctor-Doctor is the man who first brought Crechian objets d'art to the attention of
Those-Whose-Opinions-Are-Thought-To-Matter, in agaa showing last year at Buddenbrooks &
Bleaks. Sincethat time, he has made himsalf buckets of booty huckstering the work wherever empty
livesand full wallets are found. Heis not Crechian himsalf—he hailsfrom the hinterlands of aworld
named after some bottom-of-the-barrel Greek god who wouldn't have rated a pico-asteroid in the
old Sol System—but Leppid is Créche's foremost Advocate-Sash-Publicist-Slash-Pimp, and
therefore was the natural choice to serve as my Sherpaduring my Ascent to the Peak of Human
Ahhh-tistic Achievement.

When he sghted me foundering on the shods of ablue rinse ocean, Doc Leppy (as| never
heard him called the whole time | was there) waded in with heroic disregard for his own ship of taste,
scattered the minnows with the indiscriminate barging of his 300+ pounds, and dragged meto the
safety of hiswaiting Lava Cruiser Deluxe. To be accurate, the cruuz was a cherry red Ourobouros
Devourer 4.3BSD from the Wildebeest Motor Works, with manual steering, alogarithmic
tachometer, and two dangling wires where the anti-collision computer used to be. The upholstery was
taut white, covered with the bleached hide of an endangered speciesthat | probably shouldn't name
here because it would earn Leppid avigt from ecologica guerrillas with anasty How-Would- You
-Like-To-Be-Tanned-And-Sat-On attitude. Ah, what the hell, it was an alligator. (Sorry, Phil—the
Public's Need-to-Know wore down my resistance. Anyway, what have you done for me lately?)

With Leppid at the whedl, we peded out of the Vac/Port at a speed that didn't quite bresk the
sound barrier but opened a hair-line crack or two, and one exit ramp later we were spattering through
theloca lavafields fast enough to throw up apeacock tail of molten rock directly behind us... except
that it wasn't directly behind usal that often, because Phil was weaving like atripped-out spider: hard
to port, hard to starboard, through our own wake of stony dush, one grade A skidding doughnut that
bid fair to roll us Ass-Over-Teacup o'er the burning plain, one six-G deceleration that buried our nose
s0 degp in volcanic phlegm | found myself wishing I'd brought a periscope... and findly, | had to say,
"Phil. Enlighten me. Are we out here taking evasive maneuvers from snipers, or areyou just jerking
around?'

"Comeon, Scalpd," he grinned as he gave the whed atwist that heeled us over far enough to
scorch the door handles, "I read that piece you did on the Overdrive Overlords of Omicron I1. They
drove around like maniacs and you wrote the most glowing review of your life."

"It seemsto have escaped your attention, Phil, but what the Overdrive Overlords were up to
was performance art,” | told him. "They did not drive like maniacs, they drove like artists. The
digtinction may be subtle, but I liketo think it'simportant.”

Leppid snorted asif he knew what | really meant to say.

"If you recall any fragment of the article" | ingsted, "from the moment they made their
commitment to Art, it became the most important thingsin their lives. They made sacrifices, Phil.
They were willing to bleed for the Cause. Need | remind you that the couple who drove the Ballet of
the Sand had abstained from Vigorous-Convexity-In-V oracious-Concavity for six wanking months
because they thought the yearning would make the performance more poignant? And even though |
am not of the school that believes cdlibacy is anon-consummation devoutly to be wished, | must
confessthat there were tears in the Scal pine Big Browners as | watched them dance. Y es the dancers



were driving cars across sdt flats, and yes they were smashing fenders and sideswiping each other at
velocities most speedometers only dream of ; but they were expressing deep things, Phil! Two souls
locked insde meta hulks, trying to make contact, trying to come together, turning near collisonsinto
ballet, and eventudly using the cars themsel ves to make soaring gentle love.... Magic! Art! Spirit, Phil,
greainess of spirit! The materid isimmaterid, the artifact isarbitrary. The heart, the soul, and the life
of Artisthe spirit. Isany of this sparking neurons, Phil, or am | just impersonating atreefdlingina
fores?'

"Come on, Jonny, | know what you redly want isto get alittlewild."

| sighed deeply. The difference between a
Sengitive-Ciritic-K nown-Respected-And-Feared-In-All-Corners-Of-The-Galaxy and an
Opportunistic-Boor-Who-Might-Have-Three-Degrees-But-Doesn't-K now-Titian-From-Turds is
that one of us has eyesthat see and earsthat hear, while the other has an assortment of prejudices he
waitsto have confirmed. "Phil," | told him, "you are getting wild, the car is getting wild, and the lavais
getting pogtively livid. 1, on the other hand, am sitting here passively, save for the occasiond reflexive
jerk to prevent my skull from making forceful contact with the dashboard.”

Leppid laughed loud and long at that, dl the while playing Jggle-Me-Juicy with the steering
whed. Theworld isdivided into two groups: the people who listen to what you say and ponder it
deeply intheir hearts; and the people who think every word that issues forth from your mouth is
utterly facetious, and can even write down your clever turns of phrase and quote them in articles, for
Bog's sake, without it ever penetrating their brains that you are trying to make some kind of
Statement.

So Leppid pursued his attempts at wooing me by wowing me, until Créche's sun moseyed off to
seeif there was anything doing on the other side of the planet and the stars showed up to see what
had changed sincethey left. At first glance, lavalegping in acruuz |ooks even better after dark
because of the weaving strips of black and flame, the fountaining of sparks, the gouting arcs of hot
planet blood... but dl that brucey imagery losesits charm damned fast if the smoky shadow you drive
into turns out to be ajag of recalcitrant bedrock too pigheaded to melt. At last, even the good
Triple-Doc had to admit that further monkeyshinesin the magmawere just ashade closer to suicidal
than good taste allowed, so with tearsin hiseyeshe called it anight.

We pulled up onto the highway at a spot apparently made for the purpose: something like a boat
launching ramp, only gnubbly with flecks of dried lavadripped off by other hot-hot-hot-rodders
who'd passed thisway before. There was abevy of Bloat-Bdly trucks sharing the road with us, dl
coming from the Vac/Port and no doubt filled with the gewgaws of ahundred worlds, belched up
from the cargo holds of the same Vac/Ship that had brought Y our Obedient Servant. All of the trucks
we passed were bot-driven, which was just fine with me—if Phil had seen one of those Bloaters
under human control, I know he would have tried racing therig in order to demondtrate his
testosterone leve to his captive member of the Press. (Ah, children, theworld isfull of people who
want to impress the old Scalper with feats of derring-do. My adviceis, derring-don't.)

Nascence City, the colonid capitd, nestles hafway up the Sde of avolcano everyone svearsis
extinct (this surrounded by alavid plain that seetheswith fumaroles, geysers, and thelike...
suuurrrrre). Y ou can seeitslights winking, blinking, and nodding among the crags when you are down
on theflats, but when the road actualy begins climbing the mountain, your line of sght is blocked off
by assorted igneous effusions that welled up some thirty million years ago—this geologicd travelogue



courtesy of Nascence Alivel!l, one of those End-Every-Sentence-With-An-Exclamation-Point
publications whose naturd habitat isthe top drawer of hotel night-tables.

The hotel in question was the Nascence Renai ssance—redundant in name, and redundant to
describe for those who have stayed at its kith and kin throughout our wart on the galactic arm.
Squatting by the main highway, just insde the dome's airlock, surrounded with carefully tended
greenery that would look more naturd if it were plastic... anyone who hastravelled on expense
account knows thet this same hotel follows you from city to city, running on ahead so it hastimeto put
down its foundations and change its make-up in the hopes that you won't recognize it from the night
before. Everywhere, the same covered entranceway, whether you drive up in alavacruuz,
sand-crawler, or gondola: o dark and shadowed by the overhanging portiere that they need lights
during the daytime (globe-lightsin smulated antique fixtures), and as you are helped out of your
vehicle by agrizzled maein pseudo-military livery, you see assembling a battaion of bellhopswho
wash their ruddy cheeks each morning in afifty-fifty agueous solution of eagernessand cynicism.
Professond small talk ensues momentarily; then, into aplush lobby befitted with oaken desk, crysta
chanddlier, and round-the-clock concierge (lways a middle-aged woman who is the epitome of
courtesy and dispatch, but whom you can tell was a Grade A heart- and bal-breaker in her day).

Y ou can count on two artpieces in the foyer: one some sort of sunset, the other an historical
motif, neither aggressvely representationd or abstract. The Nascence Renaissance held true to form
on thefirgt, with a hooked shag-wool tapestry of one (1) regulation red giant about to take its roseate
leave behind a near-naked horizon clad only in atastefully placed cactus. But what to my wondering
eyes should appear on the wall above the neo-Victorian pseudo-hearth? Not the black-and-white
Battle of This, nor the blue-study Treaty of That, nor even the sepia Discovery of The Other Thing: it
was alayered assemblage of vertical mylar and buckram strips, the mylar awispy mercuria
foreground that tinselled severa planes of fabric behind it (like acurtain of mist in adream? aglittering
spider web? bars of agossamer cage?), and the tiff cloth backgrounds painted with dyesto give a
textured three-dimensiond picture of a nursery—playpen, cradle, toy box, stuffed animals scattered
about the floor, dollstoppled over on awindow seat, acloset with itsdoor gjar and filled to
overflowing with tiny carefully hung clothes.

At firdg, there was no onevisible; but as | examined the work, | thought there was asmall
movement behind one of the nursery curtains. When | looked directly at it, nothing; but out of the
corner of my eye, | caught atiny quiver of motion behind the closet door, ducking out of sight too
soon for meto see. Then in the toy box; then from behind apile of dolls; then under the blanket
tossed carelesdy beside the cradle—the piece was alive with children peeking from behind every strip
of fabric, but hiding too fast to leave more than the ghost of their passing.

"Computer-controlled,” Leppid said a my elbow. "Hidden cameras keep track of your eye
movements. Y ou can watch dl day and the little buggerswill never be where you're looking."

"Could get bloody irritating after awhile" | said.

"If it were done badly,” he shrugged. "But it'snot.” And even though | was not kindly disposed
towards the Doctors at thetime, | had to admit he wasright. The work had asubtlety and ady
naturalness that made it both haunting and haunted.

"Who'sthe artis?' | asked.



"Vavash," he answered. "Earth mother type—long straight silver hair, shapelesstie-dyed
dresses, would rather wear glasses than have corrective surgery... atextbook classic. One of the First
Colonists, of course. They're what make Crechewhat it is. Since the Rediscovery, alot of lesser
lights have settled here to bask in reflected glory, but no one of any stature. Most of the new
immigrantsare... well, the group &t the VVac/Port were typicd. Black Velveteers™

"WEell gtick to the First Colonists," | said hurriedly.

"1 thought you'd fed that way," Leppid grinned. "I've set up avigt to their retreat tomorrow
morning. It'sin the Upper City—poshly Spartan. Entirely state-supported too; the other colonists
treat the Firgties like royalty. Not much interaction between old and new, except at officia
ceremonies. It wouldn't hurt you to be abit deferentia around them.”

| gave him alook that wasintended to wither his fat-beribboned carcass right in its pointy-toed
shoes. He laughed and dapped me on the back asif I'd told ajoke.

My interna clock was scarcely in the deeping mood when | retired to my room, so it seemed
like agood time to refresh my memories of the sordid history of Créche by looking up the colony in
Auntie Agatha's Encyclopaedia of All Those Things You Should Have Learned in School, You
Jam-Headed Git, But No, You Were Too Lazy to Apply Yourself and Now Look Where You
Are... areference work that | have recommended many timesin this column, whenever | useit asa
cheap expository device.

The Firgt Colonists landed on Créche some sixty years ago, the vanguard of what was intended
to be agrand colonizing caravan that would bring hundreds of thousands of other nouveau Crechi
and Crechaeto thistoasty-warm lava-ball. For Reasons That Have Never Been Adequately
Explained (i.e. acomputer error that the damned sneaky machines managed to cover up before
human auditors arrived), al of the subsequent colony ships were diverted to the beautiful planet of
Mootikki, famed for its semi-sentient water spidersthat eat anything with a pulse. Forty years passed
before some minor functionary stumbled across records of the origina Créche expedition and sent out
ascout to peek in on their progress.

Créche had not done badly, al things considered. There had only been ninety people on the lead
ship, but there had been afull complement of builder-bots, plusall the materias needed to erect alife
support dome and get the food vats pulsating. In fact, with only ninety people to support, therewas
an embarrassment of supplies, and more than enough bot-power to keep the staples stapled.

All skittles and beer then... except for The Problem. Asreported by the Crechians to the scout
four decades|ater, no children had come. Hell yes, they had tried making babies, with alusty
devotion, and according to al medical anadlyses, they werefertileas
Teenagers-Who-Think-It-Can't-Happen-To-Them; but something in the water/air/top-soil/Van Allen
Beltswas preventing Mr. Sperm and Ms. Ovum from producing nicenslittle baby Zygote, and year
after year went by without those little feet a-patterin'.

Now our old friend Sigmund the Shrink would be cocky asacigar to hear what happened next:
the Créche colony turned to the solace of Art as compensation for lack of littl'uns. (Isn't that dways
theway? Every time you think Freudian psychology hasfindly achieved its own death wish and the



world can move on to something loftier than the Poopoo-Weewee-Surp School of Human Behavior,
along comes some pack of clodsgiving their al to make the All-World Sublimation Team and you're
right back in Libido-land. The human psycheis pretty damned and-retentive about Freudianism.) Still,
| thought to mysdlf, the Crechians hadn't chosen either their Situation or their hang-ups; the important
question was what they had made with what they were given.

Morning arrived with an artillery barrage of photons on my eyelids and a cheerful computer
voice saying, "Thisisyour wake-up cal, Mr. The Scalpd.”

"| didn't ask for awake-up call!" | bleared from under apillow.

"Thisisafree service of the Nascence Renaissance Hotdl. If thereisany other service | may
perform for you, | would be happy to comply.”

A less-experienced traveller would have retorted with a suggestion both vulgar and topologically
chalenging; but | knew better. | once used a pithy colloquiaism in response to an annoying hotel
computer, and an hour or so later, room service was at the door with a huge agglomeration of
feedscrews and suction pumps that was apparently capable of doing precisaly what 1'd specified. Not
only did | haveto pay for materids and transport costs, but there was a hefty fee for some custom
molybdenum tooling that had had to be donein alow-G L5 colony.

| have to admit, though, the contraption did work as advertised.

Breskfast came with acomplimentary copy of the Créche Colony Chronicle (dliterationisthe
soul of journalism). The front page was splashed with many of the same articlesthat had been
dopping around on the standsthe day | left New Earth... no big surprise, snce al the news must have
comein with me on the Vac/Ship. However, there was one interesting tidbit: Miss
All-The-King's-Horses-And-All-The-King's-Men Hight Attendant had apparently caused amajor
uproar by sneaking away from the VVac/Port and visiting one of Nascence's night spots. Oh, the
outrage! A fertilefemale at large amidst the Barrens! The Colonia Cops had clapped her inirons
posthaste and trangported her in utter ignominy back to the V/P, there to remain in quarantine until her
ovartrich ass could be kicked off-planet.

"Computer!" | cdled. "Do you do legd information?”

"l am fully prepared to make smal-talk on lega matters, none of which should be construed to
imply, suggest, or covenant that information imparted in such wise congtitutes qualified advice from the
Nascence Renaissance Hotel, which will in no way be held liable for any damages, cogts, expenses,
clams, actions, or proceedings that may result directly or indirectly from thislittle chat."

"Just confirm for me that women of child-bearing age aren't dllowed on Creche.”

"Human femaes below the age of fifty may not immigrate to Creche unlessthey are certified
incapable of reproduction.”

“And why'sthat?"



"For their own protection. Some factor in Créche's environment makes child-bearing impossible.
The Firgt Colonists do not want othersto suffer the infertility that they themselves endured; and asthe
authorized colonia government, the First Colonists have benevolently forbidden off-planet women
from subjecting themselvesto such risks."”

"What about men?'
"Men above the age of thirty are welcomed.”

"But computer, | thought no one understood the sterility. How do the First Colonists know that
men are safe but women aren't?’

"Have you enjoyed your breakfast, Mr. The Scalpd ?'
"Y ou didn't answer my question, computer.”

"Did you notice how evenly we spread the marmal ade on your toast? The Nascence
Renaissance Hotd Kitchen-bots take great persond pride in attending to the smallest details.”

"Am | to assumethat I'm venturing into areas of the data banks that are missing, classified, or
both?"

"The sauce on the eggsisaspecid invention of the chef's. HEswon prizesfor it."

Ahh, aquick prayer of thanksto Elizabeth of Hungary, patron saint of the hasty cover-up. Itisa
far far tastier sauce for ajournaist's breakfast than some soupy pseudo-Hollandaise that probably
came from the rear end of some bacterium.

By thetime Leppid cameto pick me up in hismanic-mobile, | had rented avehicle of my own: a
docile town-car that understood it was a mode of transport, not akinetic emetic. When Leppid got
into the passenger sedt, | believe he thought the car was adragster incognito; al the way up to the
Firgt Colonist retreat, he was bracing himsdlf for the moment when | would press some hidden button
and go FTL. Hisface was red with nervous perspiration by the time we reached the front gates.

Now, Gentle Reader, if we are to believe the Weekly's demographic studies, you are likely to be
an upper middle classinhabitant of one of the more frequented worlds, a youngish college-educated
pseudo-intellectua who fancies him- or hersdf weird and unconventiona, though you wouldn't know
real weirdnessif it bit you on the bum and licked... in short, you're a bureaucrat and probably acivil
servant. As such, you have no doubt imagined thelife you will lead when you achieve an devated
position in your oligarchy of choice—the dining room suites made of gold, the platinum bathroom
fixtures, the black velour drapes speckled with diamonds arranged to mimic thelocal star map—and
you believe that everyone who has Arrived will share your dreams of wallowing in amud-pit of
CONSPI CUOUS EXCESS.

The Firgt Colonists owned Créche the way you own your monogrammed handkersniffs; but they
had more Style and Taste and Classin their nogtril hairs than the entire populations of severd planets|
could name. There was no showy



Imported-V egetation-I ntended- To-L ook-L ush-While-Not-Straying-A-Millimeter-Out-Of-The-Kidn
ey-Shaped-Flower-Bed-Where-1t-Belongs or

Mansi on-Built-To-Ape-Some-Blissful-Historica-Period-When-Culture-Was-I n-Full-Flower-And-P
easants-Knew-Their-Place. Thelr retreat consisted of dozens of two-room prefab huts spread over a
tract of unadorned twisted sheeny-black volcanic cinder, and amammoth centra building that |ooked
like aVVac/Ship hangar and served as refectory, general store, and studio.

The plainness of the buildings was offset by a profusion of Satuary: at thetop of every rise, a
the bottom of every hollow, on the Side of every cinder dope stable enough to support weight. Just
insde the gate (which opened automaticaly as we approached), we passed alife-size hologram of an
ancient metal swing-set—at first sight, brand new, painted in bright reds and yellows, but aging rapidly
aswe drove forward until it was rusted and rotting; then back again, freshly reborn. A little farther on,
a copper-green man and woman stood beside one another and a short distance apart, their hands
held out and down asif they supported an invisible child between them. Not too far beyond that, a
tree of dew-dick stedl pipes supported ahost of mirrored cylinders that dangled on silver cords and
swayed in the morning breeze; within each cylinder, some light source gave off agolden glow that
shone up on the pipes wet sheen.

" Something's happening over there," Leppid said, pointing. Some twenty people werewaking in
dow singlefile across the daggy landscape, following apair of botswho carried something | couldn't
make out. The humanswere dl old, in their eighties or nineties; even the bots were ederly, obsolete
models not seen in the fashionable part of the galaxy for many years. One of the botswas playing a
recorded flute solo through speakers that crackled with age.

Doc-Doc-Doc Phil and Y our Ever-Curious Correspondent got out of the car to investigate.
Walking across the gnarled terrain was an open invitation for the Gods of Twisted Anklesto giveusa
sample of their handiwork; but like most gods, they didn't exist, so we managed to reach the
procession with tibiae untouched. The man at the end of the line said nothing, but nodded in
recognition to Leppid and motioned for usto follow.

From this new vantage point, we could see what the bots were carrying: more perfectly polished
than the finest mirror, the slvery ovoid of astassfield with the Size, shape, and probable functionality
of acoffin. Perhaps the same stasis chest had housed one of the First Colonists on the voyage that
had brought them to Créche—in those early days of VVac/Hight, travellers were wrapped inindividua
containersinstead of the full-cabin One-Field-Immoabilizes-All systems used now.

The parade stopped at the edge of a cloudy pool that thickened the air with the smell of sulphur.
The botstipped the coffin and stood it on end, as a plump woman at the head of the line reached into
her apron and produced a copper wand with a ceramic handle. She touched the tip of the wand to
the surface of the stasisfield, and <BINK> the field popped like asoap bubble on a sharp toenail.
Revealed to the gloom of an overcast day was the naked emaciated corpse of awoman in her
nineties, liver-spotted hands folded over her flat-flap breasts. She had coins where most of us have
eyes, and asmall butterfly tattoo where many of us have smal butterfly tattoos.

Suddenly, the woman with the wand proclaimed in a belly-deep voice, "There are some among
uswho have compared Lifeto Stasis. In our trip from birth to death, we are locked into a body that
can be frozen with sickness or age or fear. If thisis so, death isthe moment of liberation, of release, of
reaching our long-awaited destination. Wewish our sister well in her new world."



The woman bent over the body and kissed the dead cheeks with that airy
Two-Centimeters-From-Contact Kiss that was so much in vogue sixty years ago. The corpse
accepted it in the spirit in which it was intended. Then the line began to move, and we al got achance
to scope out the bare-ass carcass and take what liberties we chose. Aswe filed dong, watching
others shake the deceased's hand, stroke her flanks, and so on, Leppid murmured to me, "The dead
woman caled hersdf Sdene. She specidized in collage... very persond stuff. Thiswholethingisa
surprise to me—I saw her a couple of days ago and she seemed very hedthy."

" She wasted away pretty damned quick then, didn't she?"

"Oh no, she was dways very thin. If you'd ever seen her work, you'd know. She often
incorporated a photo of herself into pieces.

"Ahhh." Sdf-portraits have along and noble history... Art will let you pick asdf-indulgent
subject aslong as the salf-indulgence stops before you get your brushes gooey. When | drew close
and had my turn to pay my unfamiliar respects, | intended to give a quick smooch and walk on; but
something caught my eye and held me there much longer than protocol required. Dim and
camouflaged by the mottled old skin, stripes of stretch marks chevroned down both sides of her belly.

Esteemed Reeder, there are only afew conditionsthat stretch abdominal skin enough to leave
permanent marks. One of them is obesity, from which the scrawny Sdlene apparently had not
suffered. The only other cause | know is pregnancy. And that was an enigmal pondered deeply as
Sdene'sremains were remaindered into the steaming maw of the planet's digestive system.

In the main building, aretrogpective of Slene'swork had been hastily mounted on one side of
the Dear Departed's studio: a collage of collage. A canvas covered with gears and gems and d phabet
blocks... avolcano-shaped mound of plaster wrapped in wrinkled tissue paper dabbed with blobs of
solder and melted crayons... the great bowl of aradar dish sequined with thousands of tiny dolls eyes
opening and closing in accordance with acdlular automaton schema described in an accompanying
booklet... but no, no, no, it is not the Old Scalper's intention to describe too many of the Art objects
of Creche. Quick jump to the earliest piece in the collection: by luck or deus ex machination, a
life-sze double photograph of Selene hersdf at twenty, front view and back view, in the buff. Titled
Birth, Re-Birth, and its Consequences, it was the usual sort of work that early colonid artists
seemed compelled to produce when starting off fresh on anew world: an assessment of who she had
been and what she was now.

Thetwo full-length photographs were black and white, very clinica, tacked to a corkboard
backing. Every scar on the artist's body was carefully circled with red paint; black surgica thread
connected each scar on the photos to an accompanying card that explained the circumstances
surrounding the scar. (Judging from her knees, Selene had been one of those children who should not
have been dlowed to play on gravel.) And | know what you all have been wondering, and the answer
isno—her taut little tum-tum showed nary asign of stretch, hurt, or lesion.

" See something you like?' Vavash asked in an amused voice. She was standing by my side,
watching me scrutinize the photo of naked young Selene, and | suppose she had attached lascivious
motivesto same.



"Aninteresting lead to my article,”" | said, wondering if | sounded convincing. "1 arriveand
immediately become part of afuneral. Later, | have the chance to see the same woman, sixty years
younger. Contragt, irony, dl that folderol.”

"Oh." She seemed dubious.

Vavash was more or |less the woman Leppid had described, and more rather than less. Shewas
ahead taller than | and a beefy bicep wider, the product of one of those Fringe Worlds that dabbled
in Ubermensch breeding programs. For al her eighty years, her eyeswere asclear asthecry of a
hawk and her spine as straight as a teen-age erection. She wasindeed wearing a shapelesstie-dyed
dress, not to mention huge round spectacles, leather sandals, and a gold mandala on a chain about her
neck. A naive observer might call her an anachronism, aclichéd throwback to the Stoned Age; but
there wastoo much inteligencein her for anything so trite,

Vavash had been the woman who led the funeral, and to all appearances she was the First of the
Firg. Frankly, the other First Colonists were asorry looking lot: over haf had aready died of old age,
and most of the rest were only a step away from Worm Chow. | doubted that more than a handful
were actively working any more. A functioning studio isfilled with more smells than a Foma haut
Hatutorium—aoils and turpentine and damp clay, hot meta and etching chemicds, tart developing
fluid, fresh sawdust, and the crinkle of human sweat—Dbut the studio building around me carried only
the ghosts of effluvia padt.

"Wasthis Sdene'sfirst work?' | asked.

"Earliest surviving, | would guess,”" Vavash answered. " She was fresh out of art school when she
signed up for the Créche colony. I'm sure she had many student pieces, but | wouldn't think they were
gtill around. Not on Créche, anyway. That's not the sort of frippery colonists were alowed to bring
with themin the old days."

"So Selene planned to be an artist dl aong?!

"Oh, weadl did. Creche was dways intended to be an artistic commune. We called it a Second
Wave colony. Thevery earliest colonies, the oneswe called First Wave, were founded solely on
economic grounds—which planets had the most valuable minerds, which were the chegpest to
terraform, that sort of thing. The Second Wave colonies were an idedlistic backlash—hundreds of
specia interest groups intent on setting up their own little utopias to show everyone ese how it was
done, and to hdll with the materidistic bullshit. | know that | considered severa other Art-oriented
colonies before | decided on Creche.”

"What distinguished Créchefor you?"

Vavash laughed. "I had aboyfriend and he liked the name. That's the truth as seen from the
objectivity of age. At thetime, | would have sworn | made my decision for hard-headed ideological
reasons, and my Tomas would have said the same thing. What distinguished Créche after thefact, of
course, was that the few of uswho landed here had forty yearsto work without outside interruption,
and with so many surplus supplies that we never had to do any kind of non-artistic labor.”

"Y ou had everything you needed?'



"We had al the essentid's, but we didn't have everything. We had very little technology beyond
the basic terraforming machinery, for example. Y ou can seethat in our Art, of course... wework in
mediathat are centuries old. And dmost al the medica supplies and medic-bots were on one of the
other ships. We were lucky that the standard decontamination measures had succeeded in killing all
the dangerous micro-organisms the colonists might have been carrying. Back then, decontamination
was seldom that effective.”

"l guess you were lucky that you never had any children either,” | said as off-handedly as|
could. "Pregnancy can get very dicey, medically spesking.”

| knew | wastaking abloody grest risk in bringing up such atouchy subject. The First Colonists
wer e the government on Creche, and Vavash wastheir leader. If she decided to have my head cut off
and paraded around the VVac/Port on apike... well, in place of reading my pellucid prose you'd
probably be skipping over some unctuous obit on the late Scalpel, Jonathan The by that
s f-important Gretchen What's-Her-Name whose incoherent ramblings blight these pageswhen I'm
away on assgnment. (By theway, that picture they run above Gretchies by-lineisn't redly her—it's
just astand-in. Our Vdiant Editor isafraid that if he showsthe Gretch assheredly is, the Weekly will
get popped for Harboring The Product Of A Genetic Experiment Counter To The Public Interest. Hi
Gretchikins. Kisskiss))

But as you have probably guessed by now, Vavash did not choose to take extreme rancor. She
smply stared a me with piercing eyesand said, Y ou arerude, Mr. Scalpdl. | can't tdl if you're being
rude because you don't know any better, or because you intentionaly want to provoke me. Whichiis
it, Mr. Scapel? Are you a pugnacious little brat or some scheming Machiavelli?

"I'm an Art Critic, maam,” | replied.
"And does that judtify taunting awoman to her face?"

"Politenessisthe enemy of both Art and Criticism, maam. It triesto color true perception, dilute
strong emoation, and replace genuine compassion. To pursue bad mannersis childish, to pursue good
onesisemasculaion.”

"Are you quoting someone?"

"Mysdf," | said, wondering why it wasn't salf-evident. "L ook, how can you people cal yoursdlf
atigsif you don't read my column? Why would you let a Criticin your front gateif you didn't know
that you could respect hisjudgement?| fed like I've just washed up on one of those idands where the
local lizards have never seen a predator.”

Shelooked me up and down once more with acritical eye. Suddenly, | had the impressons she
was assessing me for my proficiency in the Sap-And-Tickle Disciplines. | knew the colonies that
Vavash called the Second Wave were rife with the belief that Genita Interlock could solve any
problem, from How-Can-I-Show-This-Cocky-L ittle-Punk-He-Doesn't-K now-Everything to
Oh-God-I'm-Bored-And-Everyone-Around-Me-Is-Senile. | was rehearsing my standard speech
#24 ("I'm sureit would be ddightful, duckie, but | only review people on one Art at atime") when
Vavash shook hersdf and said, Y ou are many things | didike, Mr. Scalpd; but | believe you have
integrity. Fed free to wander where you choose.”



Sheleft in atie-dyed swirl. Leppid, who had atoady's way of hovering in the background
whenever Vavash was near, came out from behind an ingtalation piece (a mound of rag-dolls, each
with a picture of Selene spiked to the chest with avoodooine hatpin) and mopped his brow, saying,
"Ye Gods, Scapd, | thought | told you to be deferentid.”

"Youdid. I ignored you."

We spent many hourstouring the studio building, Leppid looming behind my shoulder, pointing
out the obvious and the obnoxious, punctuating his every remark with apudgy finger poking at my
chest. For your delectation, arepresentative Leppidine diatribe, held in front of a trompe d'oell
picture of a shadow-bedecked wooden chair with ateddy bear carelesdy sprawled on the seat: " See
this, Scape? An ol painting. Colored pigment on canvas. Showing something you can immediately
recognize. That sells, Scalpd, that sells on any planet, Fringe World, or colony you want to name.
Why? Because Art consumers recognizeit as Art. Y esterday you were saying that Art isn't amatter
of artifacts, and you are exactly right. Art consumers—my Art consumers—aren't buying artifacts,
they're buying into the Human Artigtic Tradition. And this Creche Stuff, it's classic. Painting, sculpture,
tapestry, illugtration... that'swhat Art's been, for athousand years. People know that. And they want
to be part of the greatness. So you tell mewhy Inter-World is so chintzy with their cargo space that
they're only allowing me eight cubic meters on this next flight out. At thet rate, it'll take me decadesto
get agood volume of Créche'swork on the market!"

Wil, Precious Perusers, whatever there may be off-planet, thereis awhacking great volume of
work in the Créche studios, and it is quite beyond the capacity of thisreviewer to critique a
comprehensive catalog. Some of it is quotidian—all the time and freedom in the Bang-Crunch cycle
won't wring masterpieces from the determinedly mediocre—but much of it ishigh quaity stuff... if you
like being chopped in the chin with childlessness. Wham, we don't have children; whap, we can't
have children; powee, well never again see children.

How much Crechian work has actualy found itsway out to the World At Large? A tiny fraction
of what isgtill on-planet. And on any given world, there would be a most twenty pieces, distributed
over severd collections. No one out there has experienced one iota of the cumulative impact of a
sortie through Sterility Studio-land.

For example, empty cradles were an extravagantly popular theme, especialy when embellished
with some unplayed-with toy trying to look pathetic. WWooden cradles; macram cradles, molded glass
cradleswith marblesimbedded in them; wicker cradles fondly tucked up with bunny rabbit blankets;
cradle sketchesin pencil, charcod, Indiaink, sepia, slverpoint; cradle paintingsin acrylics,
watercolors, oils, gouache, tempera, and several homemade concoctions that looked like crushed
lava particles sugpended in white glue; and thisis not to mention al the collages, assemblages, and
installations that managed to sneak in cradle-like objects amidst the battered packing crates and
out-of-context clippings that traditionaly provide the backbone for such works.

There were indeed pieces without obvious reference to barrenness—mirrored cylinders were
very big, for example, and it didn't take someone of my keen intellect to make the connection with the
stasis chests that carried the colonists to Créche—but there was no escaping the overpowering
presence of the underage absence. It was a scab they couldn't help picking, psychologica vomit they
had to keep revigting.



With brief stopsfor lunch and supper at the refectory (bot-staffed and culinarily uninspired), |
ploughed on undaunted until we saw twilight through the skylight. In that whole time, | had
encountered none of the other colonists; Leppid said they were probably holding somekind of
post-funerd vigil for Selenein the hut where she had lived. Considering my usua working conditions,
trying to do my job while sandwiched between artists and agents grovelling, picking fights, or both, |
was quite chipper to be left on my own.

Naturdly, | left what | hoped would be the best till last: Vavash's sudio. Severd times during the
course of theday | had caught awhiff of it, atingly tangle of herbs and chemicaswith the fragrance of
the back room of an achemist's shop. When | stepped through the door, | immediately saw wherethe
smdls came from: vats of fabric dyes, extracted by hand from roots and leaves and flowers and seeds
that Vavash must have brought with her and grown hydroponicaly over the years. Above the vats
were festoons of freshly dyed yarnin long skeins asthick asmy arm, cones of thread stuck on pegs,
and wool bats hanging from hooks like fuzzy ping pong paddies. On the opposite wall were shelvesall
the way up to the roof, thick with bolts of felt and broadcloth and mudlin. In one back corner, a
spinning whedl stood beside a cherrywood loom with more peda s than a pipe organ; in the other, a
sturdy table two fathomslong supported a gleaming new sewing machine with so many didsand
levers and robotic attachmentsthat it would probably qudify for full citizenship under the Mechanical
Species Act. And in the middle of the room, Vavash had left asmal collection of her work. It brought
tearsto my eyes.

Honored Reader, Geniusisrare. Truetalent is sparse enough, but Genius... the kind of great
Geniusvison where every picturetellsasatori.... Some psychologists would haveit that insde every
human soul, there is Genius waiting to spring forth in strength and passion and beauty; and some
sentimentaistswould have it that full many a Geniusis born to blush unseen and waste its Sweetness
onthedesart ar. All | know isthat billions upon billions of human beings have been squeezed from
wombs throughout history, but there are less than athousand whom we can scrupuloudy say had
Genius.

Vavash had Genius,

And she had squanderediit.

Dall clothes. A tapestry strung with toys. Empty cradles.

So damned close to being a profound statement of oss or yearning or bitter tragedy, but
ultimately heartless... some step of emotion that wasn't there to take. Entirely new ways of combining
textiles and dyes, ideas as eye-opening as pointillism or cubism or scintillism werein their day... but
once your eyes had been opened, there was nothing to see. The visions of a human being who had
stared into the depths of the Abyss, and then had decided to make flora wallpaper.

Empty cradles. Empty fornicating cradles. VVavash had the eyes of Genius, the hands of Genius,
the brain of Genius. But not the purity. Not here. Not in these works.

"There hasto bemore," | said hoarsely.
"What?' asked Leppid.

"The woman's been working here for sixty years. She's done more than this. Whereisit?'



"| think they have some storerooms in the basement here..."
"Show me"

Leppid waslooking at me nervoudy, asif | were abomb about to go off—not a bad assessment
of my mentd state. Keeping fidgety watch over his shoulder, he led me through bare cement corridors
to athick metal door. "I think it's down there. I've never been mysdf.” Hetried turning the knob. "No,
no good."

"Get out of theway," | told him.
"You can't go down there," he said. "It'slocked."

"Nonsense," | said looking at the latching system. It had been obsolete for centuries. "A lock isa
security device. Thisold thing isjust to stop the door from banging in thewind." | reached into my
pocket and pulled out my namesake and totem, the most magnificent solidinum scape
influence-peddling could buy. By grandiose claim of the manufacturer, it would cut through anything
short of White Dwarf materid.

"What do you think you're doing?" Leppid moaned.
"Vavash told meto fed freeto wander where | chose."

"I'm not going aong with this,” the Doctora Triumvirate muttered and stomped off. | suspected
he was going to get Vavash, but | didn't care. | had got it into my head that | was being played for a
fool. For some reason, Vavash had only put out her conspicuous failuresfor meto see. Perhaps she
was trying to test my judgement after all. Perhaps she had been in a nasty mood one day and tossed
together some bathetic Oh-Our-Terrible-Totless- Tragedy garbage to sall to off-planet yoke s through
D-D-Doctor Wouldn't-Know-Art-If-1t-Carried-1.D. Perhaps someone else with hideous taste had
chosen Vavash's display, and there were good and powerful works just on the other side of this door.

| started cutting. The scalpe upheld the family honor with speed and grace. In something under a
minute, | was descending along flight of stepsinto adarkened basement the size of asted miill.
Hafway down, | passed through an electric eye and a bank of lightsturned on in front of me.

Blinking my eyes againgt the brightness, | saw ajungle of artworks, some packed in crates,
some covered with tarpaulins, most just Sitting out and gathering dust. They stretched off into adeep
darkness at the far end of the cellars, where | could just make out afaint shimmery glimmer.

| walked through the silent collection, harsh overhead lamps turning on automeaticaly whenever |
approached the edge of the next darkened area. Flash, lights up on aflock of life-sized papier-mch
pygmies, some standing up, some lying on their backs, one squat little androgyne falen over onto a
terracottajar whose rim was now deeply embedded in its throat. Flash, and there were long vertica
racksthat held canvasses did in on their sides; | pulled afew out, saw stuccoed prickles of color in
abgtract patterns. Flash, and an echoing auraignited in dusty stained glass, vases striped winered and
frosty white, engraved with tall dim men wearing the sharp-edged styles of long ago, casudly
embracing one another.

Flash, flash, flash, then Vavash.



Unmigtakable. Unforgettable. Genius.

Utter smplicity: atapestry hung from atall wooden arch. A sun-crowned rainbow bursting
upward in joyous fountain between the legs of a prone woman. Truth. Beauty. Purity. A clamping
knot of hunger untied in my ches, like the release of doves at High Festival. Yes. Yes. In the hands of
someone esg, it would just be hackneyed vomit, trite images done to death by the sentimentality
squad. But this... exquisite workmanship, flawless clarity, profundity in naiveté, artlessartless Art.

"Mr. Scapd!" Vavash sood hdfway down the stairs, one hand clutching therailing tightly, the
other shading her eyes as shetried to catch sght of me amid the clutter.

"Y ou've been hiding your light under abushel, madam,” | cadled to her.

She turned towards me and snapped, "Get out of my things." There were perhapsfifty metres
between us; her voice sounded thin and shrill.

"l can't imagine why you've been keeping your best work down herein the dark,” | continued.
"Of coursg, it's blatant birth imagery, but why should that bother you? Humans have been expressing
their feelings about pregnancy and childbirth snce Adam had Eve. Theré's nothing to be ashamed of "
| picked up a bulb-shaped basket made of bright ribbon woven on awicker framework, and held it
high enough for Vavash to watch me examining it. Through the vulva-shaped opening at thetop, |
could see an effusion of stylized flowers made of colored felt: cheerful, bubbly happiness embodied in
fabric with love and spirit. "Y ou know that this makes the rest of the work here look like bot-work.”

"Leavethat alonel" Vavash cried.
"Why should |?"

She glared at me with a hatred clear enough to see even at that distance. "Y ou have the
sengtivity of athug!”

"That'sit exactly,” | sngpped back. "Every criticisathug, and we work for that merciless
godfather called the Spirit of Art. A long time ago, old Art loaned you awhedbarrd full of taent,

didn't he, lady? But recent-like it seems you ain't been keepin' up the payments. So Art sent the
Scd pel-man to chat wit' youse an' have alook-see how to get you back on the program.”

"You'reridiculoud"

"If necessary,” | answered drily. Vavash was still up on the sairs, bending over awkwardly in an
effort to see me under the glaring lights. Her feet seemed cemented to the step. | said, "Why don't you
come down here where we can talk about this more comfortably?"

"Y ou come up here."

"Now why would agrown woman be afraid to come into awel|-lit basement?' | asked
conversationdly. | turned my back on her and began walking toward the area that was il dark.

“Mr. Scalpel!"



"Isshe afraid of mice?" | went on. "No, no micein your standard Straight-From-The-Package
terraformed ecology. Dust? No, regulation dome air filters make sure dl dust is hypodlergenic. Things
that go bump in the night? No, that's just childish, and ther€ve never been children on Creche, have
there?'

"Mr. Scalpd..."

The flash of another bank of lights, and there before me dept aherd of stasis chests... row upon
row of glimmery mirrory cylinders, laid out with the care of agraveyard. The chestswere lessthan
haf the norma adult size. In front of each chest was mounted a machine-lettered card. | walked
among them in dow wonderment, picking up acard here and there to read: Samandha Sunrise,
April 23, 2168. Jubilo De Fliz, June 12, 2169. Tomas Vincent-Vavash, October 3, 2165.

"S0," sad Vavash softly, "now you know."
She had approached silently, and stood now among her artworks, her body limp, her face old.
"l don't know anything,” | answered. "Arethey dead?"

"They were dive when they wereput in," she said distantly. "That meansthey're dive now,
correct? Time doesn't passin stasis. Not afraction of asecond. Not even over all theyears..."

"They've been in sassfor sixty years?' | asked in disbdlief.

"Some. We kept having them... no medica supplies, you know, no birth control or abortion.
Wed try celibacy, but it got so londly sometimes..."

"Y ou just kept dropping fods and merrily putting them up in Sasis?'

"Oh, it'svery easy to be sdf-righteous, in't it?" she said angrily. "Imagine yoursdf in our place.
Imagine yoursdf with aworld entirdly to yourself, and being free, absolutdly free, to follow your Art
asyou choose. No Philistines to question the value of what you're doing, no political system thet fedls
threatened by your activities, no mundane responsibilities to weigh you down.

" And then the children come. In no time, you're up to your anklesin digpers and demands for
your attention twenty-five hoursaday... no time to work, not even a decent night's rest, the incessant
crying... and finaly, one night when you're groggy with lack of deep, and desperate for anything to
make it stop, you think of the stasis chests that you have by the hundreds, and it'slike an answer to a
prayer to tuck the baby away for the night. Just for afew hours of peace and quiet. And the baby isn't
harmed—doesn't even know that it was... shut off. And you take to doing it every night—you get a
good deep, you rationdize that the child will benefit from it too, you'll be more relaxed and attentive.
And in the middle of the afternoon when you decide you want to get abit of work done without
interruption... after awhile, you tdl yoursdf it'sdl right, the baby'sfine, if you takeit out of stasisfor
an hour aday, that's enough. Y ou can play with it happily, makethat little bit of time, everything's
fine... evenif you missaday oncein awhile when you're busy, when the work's going well. If you
have alife of your own, you know you'll be a better mother....

"And you missaday and aweek and amonth, and every time you think about it, you'refilled
with the most sickening dread, the most Sickening paralyzing dreed... you try to put it out of your mind



but you can't, you want to make it right again but you can't, you tell yourself how smpleit would be to
plungein and fix it, but you're just so paralyzed with the dread, you can't faceit, you want it just to go
away, and you scream at a bot to get the chest out of your sight, get it out, get it out...

"And when another baby's on the way, and you swear on everything you hold sacred that you
will be good to this one, that you'll never make the same mistake, that you'll be so much stronger... |
hed five children, Mr. Scalpd." She waved at the sllent chests. "They're dl out there. Sometimes|
have nightmaresthat | lost count, that | redlly had six. Or seven. | don't know why that terrifies me.
Losing count. What would be the difference? But the thought is so... chilling... | don't know why.

"But..." She draightened up abit. "Stasis is gad's, isn't it? The children are il fine. No harm
done."

"No harm done!" | roared. "Y ou stupid bitch! Don't you redlize what's happened here?!

"The children haven't been hurt! When were dl dead and gone, someone will come down here,
find them, and <BINK> |et them out. They'll befine. Famous even. They'll al be adopted...”

"Do you think | care about apack of puking papooses?’ | shouted. "What have these tabulae
rasae ever produced but drool and stool? The harm was done to your Art! Y ou're so obsessed with
your little secret here, so wrapped up in your own culpability... before you tied yoursdf in knots, you
were capable of masterpieces like that rainbow tapestry. Y ou could have produced alegacy a
hundred times more important than Five-Or-Six-Or-Seven brats, but al you've given usisthisfacade
of empty cradles and dolls and shit! At best, it's the product of plain old-fashioned guilt over
abandoning your progeny. At worg, it's some shoddy con gameto get pity you don't deserve. 'O
woe, we're so devastated at being childless, see how poignant our Art is, buy it." What crap!”

"All right," shereplied angrily, "I know it's had an effect on my Art. Don't you think it's made me
sick too? Don't you have any idea of how debilitating such a mess can be? Run away, lie about
running away, cover up thelie... God! Thefeding that theré's no way out of a hopeesssnarl...."

"What you have here)" | said quietly, "isa Gordian knot." Which (for you culturaly bereft swine
who are only reading this column in the hope that I'll savage someone) was aknot from classica
Greek history, aknot that was touted to be impossibleto untie. "And," | went on, "the way to ded
with such knotsisdwaysthe same, isn't it?" | pulled out my scalpd.

"What are you going to do?' she asked, taking a step forward.

"Do you know why Art Criticsexist?' | said. "Because every polite community needs barbarians
who aren't afraid to cut what needs cutting.” And before she could move to stop me, | plunged my
blade into the Slvery static surface of the nearest chest.

My intention, Respected Reader, was to <BINK> open the chest, reveal the child within, and
force a Reunion-Sash-Confrontation. Alas, stasis dynamics do not seem to be so clear-cut. In the
timethat has passed sincethe events| relate, | have discussed stasis fields with many learned
physcigts, and while they are gpt to hem and haw about the point, they will eventually confessthat we
know little more about said fields now than when we werefirg given the technology at the historic
Coming-Out Party sponsored by our Chums-From-Beyond. We know that the fields will
co-operatively <BINK> off when touched with a standard-issue dispeller wand; we know that they



will collapse under intense heat or pressure or magnetic fields; and we have recently discovered that
they put up oneroaring pig of afight when you attempt to cut them with amagnificent solidinum
scapel that can purportedly cut through anything short of White Dwarf materid.

Huid slver energy flowed up the blade like amercury cobraon arope, swallowing my hand
with ablisteringly cold mouth. | jerked away fast and tried to et go of the knife, but the nerves and
muscles seemed to have stopped talking to one another in the neighborhood of my wrist and the silver
kept coming up my arm. A snowfall of ice crytas cracked out of clear air around me asthe
temperature plummeted; it occurred to me that moleculesin complete stasiswould naturdly gaugein
at zero degrees Kelvin. Another moment and the zone of cold reached the concrete floor, riming it
with frost. The floor shivered once, then groaned open in awide cleft that snaked out underneath the
fied of slvery chests. Cheststrembled on the edge; one begantotipin.

| tried to call out to Vavash but my throat wouldn't work. Sowly, icein my veins, | turned in her
direction. She was coming towards me, but | couldn't tell if she was moving fast or dow. Suddenly
something hissed behind my back and afist of sulphurous steam punched itsway of afissureinthe
bedrock. Hot and cold met like two hands clapping together thunderoudy in preparation for a
cyclonic amwrestle. Then, just when things promised to get really interesting, something silver swept
up over my eyesand <BINK> | wasin aclinic, surrounded by ateam of white-haired medical types,
poised to throw themsalves on whatsoever wounds | possessed. Tongues clicking, they busied
themsdveswith my knife hand. | couldn't fed anything from my shoulder down, and didn't want to.

"Don't move, Mr. Scapd," Vavash said, her face looming into view above me.

"What happened?' | croaked.

"While | was showing you around the basement &t our retreat, therewasasmal tremor and a
minor geyser broke through the floor. Y ou wereinjured. | managed to surround you with astasisfield
and bring you to the Med-Center here for treatment.”

"| see. Wasthere much damage?' | asked carefully.

" Some minor works that had been sitting around for along timefdl into acrevice," shereplied
evenly.

| looked at her sharply. She met my gaze without flinching. The doctors murmured about tissue
grafts. | asked, "Were dl the worksin that area destroyed?’

"Yes" sheanswvered bluntly.

"Y ou don't seem to be affected by theloss."

"Mr. Scalpedl, when oneisforced to confront one'sfedings... it's been forty yearssince |
stopped doing that kind of work. It was done by a different woman. | redlized that | no longer had
any fedingsat dl... for theworks themsdves. My anxieties were just residue that had been
accumulating over the years. Now that the Stuation isresolved, | fed cleansed. <BINK> and my
stasis has been dispelled. Isn't that what you wanted?”

My mind was clearing alittle from the adrenaine rush of the panic that for mewas only afew



seconds gone. | wondered how much redl time had passed since the stasisfield swallowed me. |
wondered what had happened while | was silver-deeping. | wondered if my abortive attempt at
cutting open achest had redlly killed dl those children. "How do | know that al of the worksfell into
the crevice by accident?”

Vavash smiled without warmth. "If you are going to play the part of Art's barbarian, Mr. Scapd,
| don't think you can afford to worry about such niceties. Neither swords nor palette knives can
indulgein the luxury of aconscience. Or are you just aspoiled young dilettante who talks about
devotion to Art but runs crying a the firdt little harshness?

Therewasabright firein her eyes, afirelike none I'd ever seen before; but like all fires, it was
terrible and awesome, powerful and pitiless.

Dear Reader, many before me have written about the first cave-dweller to tamefire; but none, |
think, have considered the man who next entered the tribal cave and saw the blaze leaping wildly
toward the ceiling. That man had to choose on behdf of the human race: whether to praise the
Fire-Tamer'svison or denounce it as madness, whether to put thefire out or gaze at it in wonder. In
the end, perhaps he could only runto hisfellows and tell what he had seen.

Kent State Descending the Gravity Well: An Analysis of the
Observer

According to the Kerr-Newman model of arotating black hole, thereisaregion just outside the
event horizon where certain space and time vectors switch propertieswith each other. Thisisjust
mathematics, you understand, merely aquirk of the formulas—physicdly, nothing changeswildly until
you get insde the black holeitself, and then who cares what happens? Double-del uxe chocolate-chip
cookies could spontaneoudy spring into being and it wouldn't matter to the universe outside. Redlity
may break down insde ablack hole, but the effects never percolate back into our familiar space.

Just outside the black hole, however, if it'srotating, if the model is correct, thereisaregion
called the ergosphere where certain vector fields describing the flow of space and time do aflip-flop.
When | wastrying to understand what this meant, | told mysdlf that places became moments and
moments became places.

Think of that. Places became moments. Moments became places.

Yearsand years ago, | did my master'sthesis on black holes. In those days, | could have
explained the math to you... but now I'veforgottenit all. I look at the book containing my thesisand
the only thing | remember ishow hard it wasto type dl those equations. The meaning of the equations
has dribbled out of my understanding agrain a atime, and now al | hold isthis. just outsde a
spinning black hole, in aregion caled the ergosphere, places become moments and moments become
places.

Think of that.



Kent State University entered the ergosphere at 12:24 P.M. on Monday, May 4, 1970. That
was the moment the Ohio State National Guard opened fire on demonstrators protesting American
involvement in Vietnam and Cambodia. Four students were killed; nine others were wounded.

Kent State ceased to be a place and became amoment. Like Hiroshima. Like Chernobyl. Kent
Statefel off the map and became thirteen seconds of gunfire on awarm spring day. And maybeit
kept dropping down the gravity well, from the ergosphere straight into the black hole,

Hereisan ugly truth: back in 1970, when | heard the news about the Kent State killings, | felt
snug.

| was fifteen years old. | was Canadian. It pleased mein aspiteful way that the U.S. had so
blatantly screwed up.

| wasfifteen. | was sef-righteous. | had never been to afuneral.

Thevectorsthat flip-flop in the ergosphere indicate symmetriesin the gravitationa field. One
vector istimelike; it indicates that the laws of gravity don't change over time. The other vector is
space-like; it describes the rotational symmetry of the black hole.

These vectors are caled Killing vectors. Redlly. They're named after a Professor Wilhem K. J.
Killing of the Univerdity of Miingter. He gave his name to such geometrical objectsin 1892, many
decades before Kerr and Newman used them in their model of arotating black hole.

Killing vectors.

May 4, 1990, was aFriday, but al the local newspapers saved their Kent State retrospectives
for the weekend editions. | bought three papers that Saturday—the Globe & Mail for its book
reviews, the Kitchener-Waterloo Record for locd movieligings, and the Toronto Star for
Doonesbury.

| didn't redlize it wasthe twentieth anniversary of Kent State until | saw acommemorative article
inthefirst paper | read. That article was written by aKent State journalism student who happened to
bein theright place at the right time to get the greatest news story of hislife. The reporter told about
hisday: the rumors that something bad had happened at the noon rdly, hisraceto get hiscamera, his
sneaking through bushes to reach the parking lot where the killings took place, many details about the
aftermath... but strangely, the reporter omitted any information about the victimsthemsaves. He didn't
even givethar names.

Thearticlein the second paper talked about the effect of the killings on the American psyche.
Weasit redly the turning point in the Vietnam War, the moment when pulblic consciousness crossed
some unerasable line? Or was it just another straw on the camel's bending back?



The victimsweren't named in this article either. Just four dead students. Four dead in O-hi-o.

Kent State is about 270 kilometersfrom my living room. I've never been there; it fedslikea
very distant place.

My wife's parents live more than 450 kilometers away. We visit them severd timesayear.

It was only in the third paper that | found an actud list of who died. Four students, two women,
two men:

Allison Krause
Jeff Miller

Sandy L ee Scheuer
Bill Schroeder

Thiswasthe only information given about the victims: just their names. The articlein thethird
paper was about the backroom machinations that made sure no charges were successfully laid againgt
the National Guard.

| sat in my living room, three thick newspapers on the floor around my chair, and | wondered
why al threetreated the victims asif they wereirrdevant to the sory. Certainly, the National Guard
didn't specifically target those four students; the Guard could easily have killed four different people,
or adozen people, or none. But why should that matter? Randomness shouldn't mean irrelevance.

The papers bypassed the redlity of the victims, their lives, the grief of ther friends and family, as
if those things had nothing to do with the "red™ story.

Asif the four dead students were only there for the body count.

Asif the students had no redlity either before or after the shootings, but only in the moments
when they lay bleeding on the pavement of aparking lot.

FIRST SCRIBBLE: THE FUNERAL RUN

McGregor grimaced as he reached the door of the time chamber. Inside, the lights had
been muted from their usual glare to a moody brown tint. Dimness meant a funeral run: the
group going out this morning would not be coming back.

If he'd been in charge—McGregor spent much of his time dreaming how the Corrections
Institute would change if he were in charge—if McGregor ever got to be in charge, he'd scrap



the gloom and doom, maybe put in something extravagant like orange flashers or a circus-holo
show. People going out on a funeral run were depressed enough already. They didn't need the
brooding browns, and the staff talking in hushed tones. Why not throw a bash instead? Crack
open the booze, crank up the music, give the poor bums some last good memories of the
twenty-third century. But the Executive Board were all tight-collars, sending out memos about
"good taste" and "appropriateness,” and they never, ever had to push the button that sent
people off to die.

McGregor passed an eye over the four people in the chamber—not lingering long enough
to fix the faces in his memory because he had enough bad dreams already, thank you very
much—but he wanted to see whom he was dealing with. His subjects. Two male, two female.
Apparent ages somewhere between 18 and 24. No way to tell if they'd been sculpted for the run
or if these were their actual faces. Some correction jobs had specific requirements, some just
needed bodies.

None of the people, the subjects, looked familiar. McGregor prided himself on his
knowledge of history. A good grasp of history was what distinguished a professional froma
mer e button-pusher. He'd recognize faces taken from history if they were important. These
weren't; they were just faces. And he'd spent far too long looking at them. Tonight in his
dreams, he might remember that dimpled chin, those sleepy eyes. He didn't need that crap,
especially not when Joanne already complained how restless he was in bed. Grunting, he
turned away from the door and stalked to the control booth.

"You'rein a hell of amood," Tanya Ramirez said as McGregor threw himself into his
chair. "Joanne on the rag?"

"Ha-ha," he replied. He had no intention of talking about his feelings to Ramirez. She
didn't give a damn whether thiswas a funeral run or one of the truly upbeat correction jobs,
like the times they inserted top-of-the-line medical teams to save important lives. Only jerks
got involved with the subjects; she'd said that once. So now, out of pride, McGregor pretended
to be as blaseé as she was and of course felt like a jerk for pretending.

"Who have we got today?" he asked, trying to sound breezy.

Ramirez waved her hand at McGregor's display screen, where separate windows showed
the official correction authorization, temporal navigation charts, the latest chronal flux
reports, and background data on the people in the time chamber. "We have your typical
funeral-run volunteers,” Ramirez said. "Afflicted with your usual grab bag of terminal
conditions, none contagious, and also afflicted with your garden-variety burning need to do
something meaningful before they sink down the gravity well. If you want more details, read
the History Thanks noticesin Corrections Dally."

"Forget it,” McGregor told her. He had his newsreader programmed to skip the History
Thanks column. After he'd sent someone on a funeral run, he didn't need to know that the
deceased did needlework or had once dreamed of being an architect. "What time are we trying
to hit?" he asked.

"Early January 1970, late December 1969 if we have to,” Ramirezreplied. "The
correction goes down May 4, 1970, but we have to insert them early enough to establish



camouflage.”
"They can establish camouflage in only four months?"

"Prep department saysit pulled out all the stops building background thistime. Birth
certificates, employment records, vaccinations—that Prep creep Terry Ying wasin just before
you got here, trying to impress me. You wouldn't believe how bad he wants into my pants.
Anyway, Ying said four months was the max for camouflage on this group because that's the
most the doctors can guarantee. Wouldn't want the subjects to die of natural causes before
their date with destiny."

Y ou get theidea. Time travelers dropped onto the Kent State campus for the purpose of dying.
Their deaths were necessary to shape the future properly—otherwise, opposition to the war in
Vietnam wouldn't intengfy fast enough and the future would go to hell. | could invent an appropriate
description of such ahell if it became relevant.

| wrote the above passage on Saturday, May 5, 1990. The notion that sparked the story was, of
coursg, that the four Kent State students hadn't really existed before they were shot; they were
dispatched from the future.

Partway through the writing, in the passage where McGregor scans the faces of the people
waiting for the funerd run, | needed to know what the victimslooked like. | made aquick trip to the
library (only two blocks away), picked up three books on Kent State, and hurried back to the
computer o | could keep writing. One of the books (The Truth About Kent State, by Peter Davies)
had pictures of the four students on a page close to the front. | made note of Sandy Lee Scheuer's
dimpled chin, Bill Schroeder's deepy eyes, and went back to writing.

Consciencedidn't st inftill later.

Look: thered students weren't termind patients who nobly volunteered to die—they were
smply peoplein the wrong place at the wrong time and they died by random chance.

And they weren't just characters of convenience, devoid of families, people with no persondity
gpart fromwhat | might need in astory. At the end of aday of writing, | thumbed through those
books from the library and | read interviews with parents, friends, people who had known the victims
al their lives. The students didn't come out of nowhere—they came from homes and neighborhoods
that mourned, prayed, lost deep, wept, al trying to cometo gripswith grief.

Reading those interviews | felt ashamed.

Consider what an observer sees when an object descendsinto ablack hole. For convenience,
assumethat the object is aburning candle that's somehow tough enough to withstand the tidal forces
of gravity around the hole.

Asthe candlefdlls, it takeslonger and longer (from your point of view) for each particle of



candllight to climb the gravity well and reach your eye. Light particles emitted near the very edge of
the black hole may take thousands of yearsto fight their way out to the universe at large. Theresultis
that you perceive the candlefaling for apotentidly infinite length of time. Every now and then, another
light particle struggles free of the black hol€e's pull and reminds you of the candl€'s descent.

It's an obvious metaphor for grief. Hot and burning at the start, dimming over time... but even
after many years, memory particles surface now and then to remind you of alife that's gone.

| should point out that the candl€sinfinite fall isonly in the eye of the outside observer. A trick of
the light. From the candle's point of view, it drops straight down and crosses the event horizon without
pause. Insde the black holeits flame may till be burning; it'sjust thet the light doesn't reach the
outsde world anymore.

The next morning, Sunday, May 6, 1990, | reread what 1'd written, wondering if there was
anything that could be salvaged. | was struck by anew regret: I'd written about some guy named
McGregor, not about the students.

| knew why I'd written it that way, of course. | didn't believe | had the right to put wordsin their
mouths, thoughtsin their heads. How could | presume to spesk for the red people? | could only dedl
with characters.

But I'd gonetoo far into the fiction. In my story, like the newspaper articles, thevictims were
only there for the body count. Without thinking, I'd started to write the story of a button-pusher who
was troubled by his conscience, but who went ahead and did what he had to do for the good of

higory.

Sound familiar?

SECOND SCRIBBLE: THE BUTTON-PUSHER

Bannister sat in the time chamber, cradling his gun. An M-1 carbine in pristine condition.
According to the antiquities database there were only five M-1s still in existence, four in
museums, one in the hands of a collector who'd bought hers on the open market. You could
assume another twenty or thirty still in secret collections around the world... maybe even a few
in the arsenals of the Quarantined states, since most of the Q's were too stupid to realize the
black market price of a single twentieth-century firearm would buy a hundred
twenty-third-century E-guns.

Call it a nice round number of forty M-1s on the entire planet. And Bannister had one.

Admittedly, this weapon could just be a replica; but he doubted it. The Corrections
Institute disdained replicas. If they needed some antique, they sent back a Special Services
team to steal one. Bannister had gone out on plenty of those runs himself—popping into
foxholes to pull Lee-Enfields from the cold fingers of gas victims, or materializing in the cargo
holds of boats shipping AK-47sto terrorist groups. But as of today, Bannister had graduated



from such gruntwork. As of today, he was going to make history.
"You about ready in there?" he called to the two techies in the control booth.

The woman of the pair flicked a switch and said over the intercom, "What's your hurry?
Got a hot date waiting?"

"You got it," Bannister answered. "The date's May 4, 1970."

The intercom clicked off loudly. He wondered if the woman was annoyed at his attitude.
Maybe she'd been making a pass at him. Maybe he should have said, "No date yet, but when |
get back I'll really be looking for action." The woman's lab coat hid her tits and her ass, but
the way she moved when she walked, he could tell she was thinking of her body all the time.
Feeling it move, tuned in to being sensuous. A night with a woman like that would leave a
memory or two.

And all of the psych profiles said he'd be horny afterward. It was sick when you thought
about it, but if horniness was natural, it was natural. You didn't lose sleep if your body wanted
to fart after eating beans—you just farted, didn't you? So if Bannister's body wanted to get laid
after pulling the trigger on four strangers who died three hundred years ago...

The intercom clicked again and the male techie said, "Departure in thirty seconds.”

"Going to be a bumpy one?" Bannister asked. He was trying to sound cool, but the words
came out too sharply. It was eagerness, only eagerness. He hoped the woman in the booth
wouldn't interpret it as nerves.

"The sea's calm as glass all the way back to 2042," the male techie replied. "Turbulence
there, of course, but you've got clearance for one of the calmest straitsin the area. Someone's
definitely pulled strings on this run—smoothest route we've been authorized to navigate since
the beginning of the year. The Executive Board must really want these kids dead.”

"It's crucial to world peace," Bannister said.
"Yeah, right." The man clicked off the intercom again.

Bannister wanted to shout back some kind of self-justification. The mission was crucial.
No one liked killing, not even when it was necessary, but trading four lives for several hundred
million... it had to be done. The deaths were the catalyst for change; so someone had to be the
catalyst for the deaths. Someone had to start the shooting up on Blanket Hill, had to spur the
Ohio National Guard into putting Kent State University on the map.

Same setting as the piece | wrote the previous day, but someone different in the time chamber.
Someone who would join the Nationa Guard and instigate the tragedy. Someone who would have to
face what he had done and eventually... well, | didn't know what would happen to Bannister. Asthe
story unfolded, as | got to know him better, 1'd discover whether he went mad, found wisdom,
became a soulless killer, whatever. Sometimes the reason you write astory isto learn how it turns



out.

| spent most of Sunday morning on the Bannister story, but astime went on my doubts grew. By
lunch | had to admit that my second try was just as corrupt asthe first one. | wastrying to reassure
myself there was an underlying purpose to the events, that someone somewhere knew the price and
made achoice. But | didn't believe that. Furthermore, | didn't believe in letting the National Guard of f
the hook by suggesting they were spurred on by an outside provocateur. As| sat in my study and
comfortably spped mint teatwenty years after the fact, it wasn't my placeto lay blame; but it wasn't
my place to make excuses either.

The Kerr-Newman model of arotating black hole can be mathematically extended by
recoordinatizing, using a scheme suggested by thework of M. D. Kruskd (1960). Theresultisa
model where the black hole has awhite hole onitsflip sde. Just asablack holeis aphenomenon that
no dower-than-light object can leave, awhite hole is a phenomenon that no dower-than-light object
can enter. Light and matter can flood out of awhite hole, but nothing can get back inside. Beyond the
white hole, the extended model shows an area of space whose physical characteristics are the same
asour own familiar space—"another universe,” if you want to look at it that way.

Extending mathematical modelsisadicey business. | could, if | wanted, extend the mathematica
mode! of temperature below absolute zero Kelvin and find that (wow!) there was awhole other
universe down there where temperatures were negetive instead of positive. Mathematically, | could
arguetheideawas vdid; but physicdly, it's nonsense. One mustn't get carried away bdieving
scribbles on paper.

But the black hole/white hole model is more satisfying than an unadorned black hole. The white
hole completes the black hol€'s story. Things vanish into ablack hole and it ssemsthey are gone
forever; but unbeknownst to us, they pass through the darkness, through crushing forces, through a
moment of infinity at the very heart of the black hole, and then they flood out the other sdeinto anew
and brightly illuminated universe.

It could be the oldest story in the world. Rain his sunboat. Jonah in the whae. Dying heroes and
deitiesfrom every culture on the planet.

Thejourney into blackness. The dark night of the soul. The moment of trid and grace. Glorious
liberation and rebirth into anew world.

Kerr-Newman hasit all.

I've never heard anyone talk about the black hole/white hole model from atheologica viewpoint.
No oneis comfortable with theology anymore. | know I'm not.

But I'm comfortable with ghost Stories.

THIRD SCRIBBLE: THE KENT STATE JAMBOREE



Walpurgisnacht came a few days late in 1990. Blame it on precession of the equinox,
global warming, or whatever your pet cause might be—Walpurgisnacht 1990 fell on the night
of May 4.

The honor of the first sighting went to Benjamin Howe, third-year math student at Kent
Sate University, Kent, Ohio. May 4, Howe spent an uncomfortable evening sitting on the floor
in Taylor Hall, hoping to intercept one Catherine Weiss as she left a night class. For the past
six months, Howe and Weiss had shared a relationship; but that afternoon a discussion of what
they would do over the summer break had not gone well. It had, in fact, sucked rocks. Neither
of them shouted; neither of them cried; but after they went their separate ways, both felt sick
in the pits of their stomachs, wondering if thiswasiit, if it was all over, if they had ruined the
best chance at love they would ever get. By suppertime, both wanted to apol ogize as profusely
as necessary. It was just a matter of finding each other before it was too late.

Howe knew that Weiss had a night class somewhere in Taylor Hall. He drove there and
wandered the corridors, peeping into classrooms without spotting her. Eventually he settled
down on the floor near the exit that Weiss was most likely to take on her way home... provided
she didn't take a different door as she headed for a sleaze-up at the pub with some slimy
classmate. (Unbeknownst to Howe, Weiss hadn't gone to class that night. She'd parked herself
outside Howe's apartment building and was waiting for him to come home, thinking he had
probably gone to the pub to get sloppy drunk with his buddies from differential geometry.)

Hours passed. Benjamin Howe watched the classes get out, tried to scan every woman
who went by but not too closely, not threateningly for fear one of themwould report himas a
potential rapist. He stayed an hour after the last class went home, not because he believed
Weiss was still in the building but because he had no idea what to do next. He considered going
to the pub to see if she was there; he considered phoning her friends; he considered phoning
the hospitals; he considered walking aimlessly around campus in the hope that fate would
bring them together again, the way it did in the movies.

Finally he decided to go home.

When he got to the parking lot, his was the only car left. That made it easy to see the long
dark smear trailing out from underneath. "Great," he muttered to himself, "the end of a
perfect day. Must have spun up a stone through the oil pan."”

He got down on his kneesto look. It was after eleven o'clock, and even though the
parking lot was well lit, he could see only darkness under the chassis. A deep darkness, a black
lump blocking out the light that should have been visible on the other side of the car.

Jesus Christ, he thought, | hit something. A dog. | must have hit a dog. Nothing else could
be that big except... no, it had to be a dog.

He looked again at the smear on the pavement. The parking lot's blue-white streetlamps
bleached out most of the color, but he could convince himself the smear was red.

Howe didn't want to touch the body, but he couldn't drive off with something stuck under
there. Sanding up, he walked to the edge of the parking lot and back to build up his nerve,
then squatted at the rear of his car and reached under.



It was like reaching into a freezer: cold and a bit clammy. The night was warm and he
couldn't imagine how it could be so cold under there, but first thingsfirst. Pull the damned
body out, then worry about thermodynamics. He swept his hand back and forth, trying to grab
some part of the animal, trying to do it blind because he really didn't want to look at it any
sooner than he had to. Nothing, nothing but the cold. The dog must be farther under than he
thought.

He went down on his knees again and looked. From this angle, the light was good enough
that he could make out a running shoe.

For a moment, he couldn't breathe. He'd known all along, hadn't he? It had been too big
for a dog, he just hadn't let himself that... that he'd killed someone. He'd killed someone. It
wasn't possible, but he'd killed someone. Run a person over, dragged the corpse under hiscar.
Almost without thinking, he reached out to touch the shoe.

His hand felt only cold air.
Darkness or not, he could see quite clearly. His hand reached straight through the foot.

And then, because this was Kent State, and because every student knew this was the
parking lot, Benjamin Howe realized what he was seeing.

He got into the car, started it carefully, and backed up. There was no sound of dragging,
no sound of flesh and bone crushing under the tires. When he'd backed up far enough, there
was only the sight of a body bleeding on the pavement. A guy about Benjamin's age, wearing
ratty jeans and a T-shirt.

There was another body not far off. A woman's. A third corpse farther along, and a fourth
in the middle of the road out of the lot. He cranked the wheel hard, hopped over the curb onto
the grass, and kept driving.

When Benjamin Howe got back to his apartment, Cathy Weiss was till there. She thought
that he treated her coldly at first, but he seemed glad to see her.

Back on campus, more bodies were appearing. At 11:30 the village of My Lai materialized
in the football practice field beside the Taylor Hall parking lot—the village was close to Kent
Satein spirit, if not geography.

This materialization was observed by chemistry grad student Rebecca Kendall, who'd
been awake 36 hours studying for exams. The sight of the phantom village terrified her... not
because she thought it was a ghost, but because she thought it was a hallucination. The
prospect of her mind breaking down filled her with fear, cold and pure. Her brain was all she
had—no friends, no easy social graces, no Playboy bunny face and flesh, just her brain. And
now her brain saw a ragged clutter of huts and butchered bodies out in the middle of a football
field.

Rebecca started shivering and couldn't stop. If someone had convinced her she was seeing



a ghost she would have felt nothing but relief. As it was, she walked home in a cold sweat and
went straight to bed. She didn't fall asleep for hours.

On campus at quarter to twelve, a crowd of martyrs flickered into existence atop Blanket
Hill... not the usual martyrs celebrated for clinging to their beliefsin the face of death, but the
ones who died meaninglessly, without the chance to take a stand. Innocent women accused of
witchcraft, hanged and drowned and burned. Civilians whose homes lay in the path of
marching armies. Tribespeople who succumbed to disease, starvation, and sorrow in the cargo
holds of slave ships. Hundreds of unmoving bodies appeared on Blanket Hill, many of them
touching or overlapping: a young widow cremated in suttee, lying with her head on the chest
of a teenage boy who froze in Sberia because his uncle denounced Salin; a drowned
passenger from KAL 007 linking arms with one from the Iranian Airbus A300.

As midnight approached, more and more bodies accumulated: in the roadways, on the
Commons, inside buildings. Fearing panic, university security evacuated an on-campus pub
when Bhopal gas victims began piling up the dance floor. "Nothing to worry about,” the
security guards said as they hurried students out. "We'll take care of it."

"What are you going to do?" someone asked. "Call in the National Guard?"

That was my question too. What was | going to do? Call in the National Guard?

Look: ghosts appear because they have unfinished business. And if anyone has unfinished
business, it must be those who were killed sensdlesdy. But what can they do to finish their stories?
Should the four Kent State students haunt the living Nationd Guardsmen and torment them for thelr
acts? That's so cheap: just crude revenge.

Should the bodies be brought back to life at midnight, whereupon they could have asingle hour
to come to terms with their deaths? Maybe the same thing happens twice a year like business
conventions, Walpurgisnacht and Hallowe'en, each get-together hosted by different committees—the
soccer fans at Hillsborough, say, or the Jews and gypsies and gays processed through Nazi desth
camps—and the god issmply to purge anger and regret, alittle bit more each meeting, until finaly the
soul isready to let go and move on. | could envision the Kent State students wandering their old
campus, talking to night-owl students, trying to find peace...

Students at Kent State were demonstrating for peace when the four victims died.

| broke off writing for supper. Sunday supper, traditional timein North Americafor family and
convividity. | don't remember how convivid | was. | could have been distracted because | wanted to
get back to writing after dinner.

But when | went back, | realized | had trividized my subject again. It wasn't just that the tone of
voice was flippant; it was the glibness with which | tossed off referencesto tragedy. My Lai, for



example—what did | know about the My Lai massacre except that alot of Viethamese civilianswere
killed? 1 could research and find more details, but that wasn't the point. | had used thename My Lai
for itsimmediate gutsn'gore familiarity, not out of genuine fedling for the victims. The samefor dl the
other ghosts—I had used them to give the story color, nothing more. They were only empty names.
They were just body count.

| stared &t the computer screen for along time, wondering what to write... wondering if there
wasanything | could write that wasn't just exploiting someone else'spain.

Nothing cameto mind.

A mathematica singularity isaplace where afunction, aformula, bresks down. Often the
breakdown happens because the function "goesto infinity” at that point; for example, the formulafor
the function may try to divide by zero.

In the heart of aKerr-Newman black holethereisasngularity inafunction called R, the
Riemannian scalar curvature, ameasurement of gravity. Rgoesto infinity. It cannot be measured.

For along time, physcistss wondered if the Singularity was genuine. Maybe it was smply aresult
of their choice of coordinates: the way they wrote out the formulafor R With the right choice of
coordinates, one can extend the black hole modd past the singularity into the white hole beyond.
Perhaps with another choice of coordinates the singularity in the middle would go away. Perhapsit
was only the ruler that broke down, not the universe that the ruler measured.

In the late 1960s, mathemeaticians proved that the singularity existed in al coordinates. Al

possible rulers broke at the same point. At the heart of the black hole's darkness, physicists could
only throw away their rulers and stand back in blank contemplation.

Days and weeks passed. | kept thinking. Nothing more, just thinking. | didn't see the dead
studentsin my dreams. To tell the truth, if | wanted to remember their faces| had to go back and look
at their photosin the book.

Kent State didn't haunt me. It niggled at me.

The library books came due. | wrote the names of the booksin my files and took them back. |
a so recorded the names:

Allison Krause
Jeff Miller
Sandy L ee Scheuer

Bill Schroeder



Those names hadn't appeared anywhere in my three story attempts. | had to write them down
separately so | would remember them. Otherwise I'd lose the names and be |eft with three
uncompleted story-scribbles that al missed the point.

Now and then | would open my "ideas" notebook and see my origind jottings about Kent State.
Timetravel. Ghosts. But | couldn't travel backward in time. | couldn't summon ghosts or lay them to
rest. | could stuff my storiesinto the empty spaces surrounding the tragedy, but the stories themsalves
walled off the redlity, put it out of reach.

The stuation reminded me of awhite hole. A white hole floodsits universe with light; but you
can never touchiit.

And s0 | began thinking of white holes, black holes, and a mathematics thesi's whose math had
leaked away, leaving behind only metaphors. The result wasn't astory about Kent State. But at least
it wasmy gory to tell.

Imagine an object faling into ablack hole: something smdl like the body of ayoung man or
woman, or perhaps something large like the campus of auniversity.

Imagine an outside observer, adistant spectator far removed from the immediate pull of the
black hole. He shines alight toward the falling object—the object casts no light of itsown, soif the
observer wantsto seeit he mugt provide his own illumination. He waits for the light to strike the
object, then return to his eye.

There are severd possibilities for what happens next.

The light may strike the object asit fals through the ergosphere, aregion where places become
moments and moments become places. That closeto the black holeitsdlf, the returning light particles
may take yearsto climb back out of the gravity well and reach the observer. But someday the light
will return.

Or the light may not reach the falling object until the object has crossed the event horizon. If the
object isingde the hole, the light may strike the object and bounce, but it cannot reach the observer
outsde. Thelight will only bounce deeper into the blackness. The observer will never seeit.

Or perhaps, if the cosmos deigns to conform itself to mathematics, thereisathird dternative.
Thefdling object plunges through the heart of the black hole and out awhite hole on the other side.
By the time the observer'slight enters the black hole, the object isgone. Thelight finds nothing but
blackness. Thereisno contact. To the observer, the object has falen into an impenetrable dark; but in
another universe, perhapsthe object tranquilly sailson.

The outside observer waitsfor hislight to return. He wondersif the object hasfallen so far he
will never truly seeit. Thereisno way to tell until the light actually comes back. If it ever does.

Other observers have given up and gone home.

The outside obsarver waits.



Withered Gold, the Night, the Day

The vampire Rogasz had taken to carrying aknife when he walked the streets on his hunt. It was
not for protection; it was to dash the faces of hisvictims asthey lay drained of blood, to cut them for
being so stupid. " Stupid, stupid, stupid!” he screamed at them... and sometimes witnesses heard his
cries, drunks hidden under piles of trash or street kidswaiting to turn tricks in darkened doorways.
The witnesses sold their accounts to impatient Eyewitness News teams and so the story spread
throughout the city, "STUPID, STUPID, STUPID!" ran the headlines, and in the coffee shops,
reporters from al the media brainstormed what they would call thislatest novelty. The Stupid Slasher?
No. Not menacing enough. And menace was what sold newspapers.

Meanwhile, Rogasz stalked through the city like ajaded library goer who can't find any books
he wants to read. Some rainy nights he would just stake out aterritory, attacking anyone who violated
the space: gtriking them down, cutting them with hisknife, throwing them off hisland without even
drinking their blood. He couldn't bring himself to feed on such meager feasts, they would taste the
same as al the others, back through the centuries. Besides, he hardly needed to drink these
days—the city air was so full of blood and desperation, it seeped into his poresby osmosis. Inamore
lucid moment, he wrote in his notebook,

| have the feeling | do not drink blood, but rather karma—the personal richness of a
human soul. This explains the poignant flavor of a virgin as opposed to sluts... and yet, in this
bleak age, the difference is nearly imperceptible. The best wineis but a hairs-breadth from
vinegar. Theworld haslost its saints.

There came asteamy summer night when the city smelled of garbage—garbagerotting in
Dumpsters as hot as ovens, garbage thrown into the streets by children whose mothers said, " Get this
stink out of the house, | don't care what you do withit." Long ago, no one heaved decaying food onto
someone dse's sidewalk, nor did people sit in front of overloud TV's, too desensitized to redize they
were bored. Rogasz prowled past fortress gpartment buildings and screamed at the flickering
televison light reflected in every window. "Poisons, poisons, poisond™

(Lately, he had taken to saying things three times. He knew he did it; he couldn't stop.)

On he waked, words pouring from his mouth and tears streaming from his eyes, until he reached
acorner bus shdter, its glass thick with obscenities written in faded black marker. A man leaned
againgt the doorway of the shelter; and as Rogasz drew nearer, he recognized the man asthe
Adversary—the Falen One, the Lost One, the Morning Star Eclipsed.

"Good evening, little brother,”" the Adversary said.

"Lord of Pus, Lord of Pus, Lord of Pus," Rogasz replied. "I am drowned in the depths of your

"Then it'stime you learned to swim, isn't it? Whatever you're doing now, try something different."

"Different?"



"Y es, change your ways." The Adversary paused amoment. "l've heard it can be pleasant to do
good. Why not give that astab?'

The Adversary smiled. Histeeth were white and even. He had no fangs.

Rogasz thought how soothing it would be, to walk through the world so pure and clean.

That night, he killed a hundred pushers.

They died firing their guns at blackness, and their backup men, hidden in doorways or parked
Cadillacs, dso emptied their pistolsinto the dark executioner who seeped out of the night's shadows.
Seven innocents wereinjured in the panicked gunplay, onefataly... if you can use theword innocent
for someone who has come to the Zone in search of afix.

Police talked of gang wars and gritted their teeth—not that most of them cared about the scum
who got killed, but they dreaded the mediacircus that would follow. Besides, the streets got jittery
with so much death in the air. Teenage kids necking in stairwells might suddenly catch the blast of a
shotgun, fired by some righteous citizen terrified at the sound of akiss. People might park their carsin
their own garage, then find they'd lost the nerve to step outside, to walk the dozen pacesto their dark
back doors, and maybe come morning, their blue-lipped corpses would be found by paperboys or
postmen, once-living mothers or fathers reduced to inert depositories of carbon monoxide.

That'swhat happened when death went on a spree: it was too contagious to be constrained by
the hands of one person, even if that person had the ancient strength of avampire. Rogasz killed a
hundred pushers. Those higher up in the drug-peddling chain gunned down hundreds more, every riva
or potentia rival, every employee whose loydty could be questioned, every wino or panhandler who
sat too long acrossthe street.

"l am cleaning up the city," Rogasz told himsdlf. "Cleaning up the city. Cleaning up thecity. | am
changing my ways by doing good."

But when hekilled a pusher, he never bothered to take the pusher's stash. The next customersto
come aong usudly ripped off whatever they could find, unless the drugs had aready been picked up
by dogs or rats or street kids woken by the noise of gunfire.

So afew more deaths got added to the taly, thistime from clumsy overdoses. Coke-ravaged
nostrils poured out blood. Junkies sat dead on thetoilets of dl-night doughnut shops, infinitely reused
needles il dangling from their arms.

"STUPID, STUPID, STUPID" read one paper's headline the next morning. The editor had seen
no reason to change it from the previous day.

Rogasz stood in front of his soot-stained mausoleum and watched the eastern sky brighten
before dawn. The westher looked likeit would be lovely and clear. He felt changed, the claws of
insanity easing their grip on his skull. Colors seemed more vivid—adanddion growing beside his



tomb had tiny yellow petals so sharply digtinct, he could stare at them for hours. It took every drop of
his strength to pull hims=lf away, to retrest to his coffin before the sun's coronainched ablazing bead
above the horizon.

Y et the promising daybreak faded quickly to gray overcast. Cops, ambulance drivers,
waltresses snatching sips from their own cups of coffee whenever they picked up ordersin the
kitchen... many of those awake to see the dawn were struck by the way itsinitial brightness soon
bleached out of the sky, leaving ahot muggy gloom no forecaster had predicted. Thunder rumbled
softly as parentslaid out their bregkfast tablesin the muted light of morning; and atroubled few who
had somehow freed themselves from the compunction to explain things rationaly whispered that the
city itself had created the clouds—that the pall of death Smmering in the streets had ascended on its
own convection currents to block out the sun.

Near noon, ariot broke out in Shantytown. Every TV dation gave adifferent reason for how it
dtarted, but their footage was identical: the broken windows, the angry accusations, the weeping
faces, dl interchangeable.

In response, middle-aged men wearing business suits sat in air-conditioned conference rooms
and discussed the possibility of martia law; but they only dithered and delayed. Perhapsit wasthe
dispiriting gray overcast seeping down from the sky. Perhaps even middle-aged men wearing business
suits could fed! weighed down by the overwhel ming sadness, the hopel ess, restless sense of
damnation that smoldered in the streets.

Rogasz fdlt it as soon as he woke: the crushing sameness, the sense that any change had only
been for theworse. "Stupid, stupid, stupid,” he hissed, not knowing whom he meant. " Stupid, stupid,
supid... stupid, stupid, stupid.” Like steam, he gushed from his tomb and flowed through the open
window of thefirst car to passthe cemetery. Degth to the driver; then Rogasz sped through the
growing twilight, never dowing for stop signsor traffic lights, seizing anew car whenever theone he
was driving got T-boned at an intersection.

Once he heard the yip of apolice sren. Just once. The city was somehow thinning out, asif all
the forcesthat tried to keep it working were shrinking to wisps of thread, laced on awide, wide loom
with giant holesin theweave. A crazy man could drive straight up the middle and never be touched by
anyone who cared about saving the last scraps of the city's sanity.

At the end of atrail of wreckage, he reached a certain bus shelter. Abandoning his most recent
car inthe middle of the road, Rogasz stormed up to the Adversary.

"It didn't work," the vampire said. "'l tried to do good, but it didn't work. | failed, | failed, |
faled

"Of courseyou did," the Adversary replied. "Y ou can't do good if you don't know what good

"How do | learn what good is?'

"Not my department, little brother. | givetests, not answers. Y ou haveto find your own
teacher.”



The Adversary disappeared. Rogasz looked back at the street, thinking he might return to his
vehicle; but atwelve-year-old boy had dready shinnied through the open window and driven the car
away to achop shop.

Fifty years ago, Rogasz would not have been able to enter a church... or amosque or a
Synagogue or even amuseum displaying sacred Egyptian antiquities. Something had changed since
then: aweakening, adiminishment. Holy water was merely wet. The Bible, the Koran, the Bhagavad
Gita—just paper and ink, with no more power to harm him than the Sunday funnies. One night, only a
few months pagt, he had choked anun to death by making her swallow her crucifix.

He knew he was not sane.

The church he choseto enter was normaly lit with huge floodlights, bright enough to discourage
graffiti artists and drug deals on the front steps. Tonight, however, the street was dark: the deep guilty
darkness of shadows who know they shouldn't be there. Something had cut the eectricity on this
block, whether theriot, or the drug war, or even one of the car accidents Rogasz had produced with
his reckless driving. It didn't matter; whatever the reason, night had closed in on the church likea
hungry dog that had been waiting for asign of weakness.

Every door was |locked, dead-bolted and chained. Rogasz chose the one he wanted to enter
and it flew open before him, the locks shattering on their own rather than waiting for him to use force.
Within, there sounded abrief chitter of bats reacting to the vampire's presence; then thellittle animas
sgueezed themsalves out through chinksin the roof and walls, letting silence descend on the sanctuary.

Rogasz walked through the vestibule and advanced down the aide, his ears and eyes scanning
for... whatever one could learn from churches. Despite the darkness outside, the vampire's
preternaturd vision could catch the background glimmer of the city filtering through the stained-glass
windows. Time-bleached images of Christ and the disciples aternated with newer ones that appealed
to urbanite longings—doves, and sheaves of grain, and grape-laden vines.

"Teach me!l" screamed the vampire. He stood on the altar, arms stretched wide to the vaulted
celling. His shoes|eft smears of dirt on the white atar cloth, gritty footprints tracked across the words
| AM THE RESURRECTION AND THE LIFE.

"Teach me, teach me, teach mel" he cried into the darkness. "Change meinto something
different!"

No answer but silence.
"Make me better! Make me good! Makeit stop being stale.”

He pulled out his knife and dashed it vicioudy across hisown face. " See?" he shouted... but the
cuts only oozed jellied blackness and shut themsalves duggishly. " See? See? Stupid, stupid, Supid.”

Outside the church, things began to burn.



A few of the fireswere started by deliberate arson—old scores being settled in a city stretched
so thin it was flammable as paper. Other fires smply happened: people sitting in front of thelr
televison sets suddenly found themsel ves poised with a matchbook in one hand and alit match in the
other, seeing how long they could hold the match before its heat made them let go. Maybe the flame
would go out asit fel, or the match would gutter on adirty plate left over from supper and set on the
floor besdethe TV chair. In some households, however, the match landed onaragrug, orina
basket of never-finished knitting that had long outlived the need for baby swesters or booties. The
burgeoning flames gave off an incense of paralyzed sadness, holding viewersin amelancholy trance
until they quietly conceded it wastoo late.

The sound of fire Srens seemed so week in the degpening night... like an infant'slast cry of
Sarvation.

Rogasz sat at the church's grand piano, softly playing one minor chord after another. He couldn't
remember how hed moved from the dtar to the piano bench. Any key higher than middle C buzzed
unpleasantly; when he looked into the open piano, he saw hisknifelying acrossthe strings of the
upper octaves, rattling with the vibration of the notes.

He pulled out the knife and jammed the blade into histhigh. After that, the piano sounded better.

One soft chord after another—it had been years since he had played. Long ago, when the sun
il shone, every civilized man could read Latin, dance the minuet, and play Bach by memory. Rogasz
had been doing precisely that, mere minutes before his tryst with awoman who caled hersdf Juliet.
Hed consdered her a casud indulgence, the amusement of amoment... but that amusing, indulgent
moment led to the short, sharp violation and centuries of night-bound withering.

"Juliet," Rogasz caled to the empty darkness. "'l forgive you." He said it mosily to curry favor
with the god who was supposed to inhabit this church; yet he found that at this second, his heart held
no hatred for the long-lost woman. She had drunk his blood and stolen his sunrise, but even rage
could burniitsdlf out. "I forgiveyou, | forgiveyou, | forgiveyou," he said doud, striking achord with
each phrase.

A tiny rustle camein response... Hallucination, he thought &t first, but his keen eyes soon
picked out a shabby figure ditting in the darkness. A teenage girl, astreet kid, sat in aback pew and
slently tried to shift her weight to amore comfortable postion. Of courseit wasn't Juliet—Rogasz had
tracked that bitch down less than a century after she created him, and now she was dust on the boots
of Prague—but this girl had something of the same look. Tired. Controlled.

"Isthere anything you'd like meto play?' he asked, Saring directly at her.

She jumped, apparently startled he could see her in the darkness. Then she shrugged and said,
"Whetever."

"|sthat the name of asong?'
"Play what you want. Just keep your distance."

Hewanted to tell her what afool she was—he could bolt from one end of the sanctuary to the
other and sink histeeth into her throat before her brain had a chance to react. The words Stupid,



stupid, stupid quivered on hislips.
Buit...
Buit...

After afew experimenta notes, he knew hisfingers could no longer manage Bach. Too many
centuries had passed without practice... and his daggerlike fingernails clicked unpleasantly on the
keys. He went back to dow minor chords, improvising a bittersweet tuneto fit against them.

The next time Rogasz looked at the girl, her eyeswere half closed.

Outside, thefires spread through the night—fires without noise, without fire chiefsydling through
bullhorns or larms clanging into the darkness. To be sure, every fire crew in the city was making a
stand, staked out around propane tanks, ammonia dumps, chemica manufacturing plants; but that left
everything eseto burn, spreading the flames unchecked from each building to its neighbors.
Dispossessed families smply fled into the night... and none of them could say whether they intended to
return, whether they would even file insurance claims on their homes or just wipe the ashes off their
shoes and move on.

The stained-glass windows of the church grew brighter asthe fires gpproached. Hickering light
wavered behind the faces of saints; the dove of peace shimmered. One window read BEHOLD |
STAND AT THE DOOR AND KNOCK... and thelight in Christ's stained-glass lantern glinted with
abeam that shone goldenly across the pews.

Thelight showed alegion of rats, sSreaming into the church.

They were, of course, fleeing thefires: running from nests behind ancient basement furnaces or
dashing from summer lairsinside the garbage hegps that cooked in every dley. Some had flooded up
from the sewers—climbing through gratings and road-work sites as the sewer water began to steam
from nearby flames. In other parts of the city the animas soon headed for water again, diving into
cooler sawers, into the harbor, or even into backyard svimming pools, snorting against the sting of
chlorine. But here, in the blocks around the church, they were drawn by the presence of Rogasz,
diverted by the vampire's aurato gather at hisside.

Hundreds of rats poured slently into the sanctuary. They did not squeak. Their claws scarcely
made a sound on the hardwood floor. Like an audiencefiling in for a concert, they congregated in a
circlearound the piano.

Andthecirclegrew.

"Shit!" squedled the girl in the back of the church. Dozing with the soft music, she had just
woken to find arodent army surging through every door. In an ingtant, she had scrambled up to stand
on the pew, climbing as high as she could above the invading horde... not that she wasatimid little kid
afraid of mice, but athousand full-grown sewer rats, their fur matted with urine and feces, were
enough to daunt any human.



"What the hdll's going on?" she shouted.
"It'sthefire," Rogasz replied. "They've cometo the church seeking sanctuary.”

"Reats? Areyou crazy?'

"l expect 0."
"Fine," thegirl said. "Y ou be crazy. I'm getting out of here."

"Y ou wouldn't survive," Rogasz told her, putting ahard edge into hisvoice. "Can't you see we're
surrounded by flame?"

He nodded toward the stained-glass images. Firdlight raged outside now, blazing fiercely through
the windows on both sides of the church. "If you went outside," Rogasz said, "you'd suffocate from
the smoke."

"So | should stay and burn instead?”

"Havefaith," hetold her. He said the words because good people said such things, and because
he wanted to win the approva of any deity who might be listening. "Have faith, have faith, havefaith.
Haasazave faith. Haasasaaasave faith.”

The girl died an hour before sunrise. Some of the rats survived, though.

Fires on the horizon brought afase dawn to the city; but the vampire could fed true sunup only
minutes away as he approached the Adversary's bus shelter once more. Rogasz had not escaped the
church unscathed—he had played the piano till it burst into flame, its strings snapping one by one with
enough tension to drive the broken ends through the burning wood around them. One side of the
vampire's face was baked raw, oozing fluids. He had stopped playing because hisright hand no
longer worked.

The gray predawn streets were mostly empty, except for jegps of uniformed men driving grimly
through the smoke. Three hours ago martial law had been imposed at |ast, and already the soldiers
had fallen under the city's spdll: an urge to scurry from one safe place to another, awillingnessto blind
themsalves to everything in between. No patrols stopped the vampire. None even glanced in his
direction... not because he had invoked some supernatural concealment but because the patrols had
become their own idands of consciousness, turned inward and brooding.

Unchallenged, Rogasz made hisway to the bus shelter. He walked with alimp; for some reason,
he'd never removed the knife from histhigh. The Adversary was once more leaning in the shelter's
doorway, hisface smudged with soot. "Busy night, little brother,” he said.

"I went looking for God, but | haven't changed,” the vampirereplied. "People dieand | have no
orief.”

"Y ou can't mourn for everyone." The Adversary shrugged. " Only heaven has enough tears for



thet."

"But | want to feel something. | want to be moved. Moved! Pushed away from wherever | am
and over theline"

"What line?'

"Thedawn," Rogasz said. "Over the edge of dawn into thelight."

"The sunrisesevery day, little brother. Don't blame meif you decide to hide fromiit."
"But it will kill me"

"There, you've seen through my plan.” The Adversary laughed. "All thistime, I've been secretly
tempting you to suicide. That'sabig bad mortd sin." Hisface abruptly turned grim and he looked at
Rogasz in disgust. "Do you think redemption isfree? Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

"But | tried—"

"Ligen,” the Adversary snapped, "whatever price you've dways avoided paying, that's precisely
what it costs. Understand? If you want things to be different, you haveto let go of the thing you're
trying to keep the same. Smplelogic.”

"] could think of a hundred counterexamples..." Rogasz began.

"Then I'll see you back here ahundred moretimes.” The Adversary disappeared in a puff of
smokethat smelled of burned rat hair and the screams of children.

Dawn came. The dark day of the soul. Rogasz greeted it.

Inthefirst hour, there were till too many cindersin the air to admit more than aghost of sun.
The vampirefdt hishair smolder, but that wasal.

In the second hour, people began to come out of hiding. Some wept; some had faces of stone.
One man walked through the ruins of atenement, caling for his dog. Rogasz helped him shout,
"Skeeters! Skeeters! Skeeters!" The vampire knew there was no life left under the debris, but he liked
having something he could yell over and over, hearing hisvoice echo off the scorched masonry.

By the third hour, the ash was findly settling out of the air. Fires till burned in some
neighborhoods, but aday fireis a sheepish thing compared to anight one. Asthe haze cleared, the
sun broke through. Rogasz spent afew minutes dodging it, then gave up. The good side of hisface
burned to match the other, but it wasadry burn, like apiece of leather curing in the desert.

Sometime in the fourth hour, a beagle came in response to the vampires cdls. By that time, the
man looking for Skeeters had gone away, so Rogasz had no idea whether this was the right dog.
"Skeeters, Skeeters, Skeeters," Rogasz said, and the dog wagged itstail.



For much of the fifth hour, the vampire lay on astone bench in front of alaw office. A sgnon
the office door read CLOSED WHILE EMERGENCY CONTINUES. No emergency wasvisible.
The dog lay on the ground beside the bench, deeping in the sun. Rogasz didn't deep, but he closed his
eyes, feding daylight sear into him likeawelding torch. "I am being purified,” hetold the dog. "Thisis
what redemption fedslike"

In the sixth hour, apoliceman ydled a him, ™Y ou can't deep there, fella™ But when the officer
got closer, he said, "Holy shit! Just stay put, don't try to get up. I'll call an ambulance." No ambulance
ever came—not in thiscity, on this day—and at some point the policeman | eft, too.

As afternoon drew on, the shadow of the law office fell across the bench where Rogasz lay, and
after awhile hefdt strong enough to sit up. The dog followed him down the street, past an army
checkpoint that waved him through with directions to the nearest hospital. When Rogasz turned the
opposite way, none of the soldiers bothered to correct him.

Intime, vampire and dog reached the church where Rogasz had spent the previous night. The
walls had toppled in, but by some quirk of combustion, the massive pipes of the organ had survived
thefire. They stood side by side, towering over the rubble like a stockade wall, their false gold paint
leprous with blisters.

Rogasz searched until he found the body of the girl: peaceful looking, he thought, once he had
arranged her limbs properly. He wrenched the metal frame from the grand piano's skeleton and
propped it, harp-shaped, over the girl's head. With a blackened stick of wood, he wrote

JULIET
JULIET
JULIET

on the frame, then called the dog to see what held done. "Thisis Juliet,” hetold the dog; then he
remembered Juliet was someone from long ago, and thiswas just a dead street kid whose name hed
never known.

"Stupid, Supid, stupid,” he murmured. "I should have asked her name. That's what clean people
do—they ask each other'sname." He leaned over the corpse and shouted, "Why didn't you tell me
your name? Stupid™

The dead girl answered with sllence... not aprofound slence, just the flat silence of death. When
theliving don't speak, they're dways saying something with their silence; but alifeless body hasno
implied message, no secret it might whisper if coaxed or intimidated. The corpse was now an "it," not
a"she'—athing lying on rubble, asmeaningless asair.

"Oh, duliet," he said. "Where did you go?'

He bent down, and the dog came forward, too, snuffling at the corpse. For amoment Rogasz
watched, wondering what the dog would do... if the smell of cooked flesh would stir its appetite. But



then he thought he didn't want the dog to do anything to Juliet, so he took a burned chunk of pew and
threw it off some distance so the dog would have something else to occupy its attention.

The dog ran to fetch, dthough it wasasmall dog and abig piece of wood. Growling happily, the
dog began to drag the burned lump back toward the vampire.

Rogasz turned toward the organ pipesrising at the front of the church: awall of pipes, a
barricade that must be hiding something—the god who lurked in this place. "I'd like to mourn,” he
cdledtothegod. "I redly want to fed that something has happened here. That something important
has changed. | knew her, | played music for her, and she died. That should change me. What was it
dl for, if it didn't change me?'

The god gave no answer.

"l have adog now," Rogasz told the god behind the pipes. "1 have adog named Skeetersand I'll
take good care of him. Hell love me and I'll love him, and welll play together dl day long... inthe sun.
I've spent aday in the sun and | have adog who loves me. What else do you want?' He grabbed a
blackened chunk of brick and stood up suddenly. "What €l se could you want?"

With dl his strength, he heaved the brick at the organ pipes, striking the largest pipe dead center.
Meta clanged and crumpled, leaving a teardrop-shaped dent.

"What €lse do you want?' the vampire screamed. "lan't this enough? Juliet's dead. Ian't that
enough? I'm burned and | have adog. Isn't that fucking enough?'

He pulled the knife from histhigh, loosing a spray of burned red blood. With aroar of fury he
scrambled over the ruins of the church—nuggets of stained glass, the dtar with its charred swath of
linen, the roof beams falen on top of the pul pit—and he propelled himsdlf in afrenzied legp onto the
organ'sremains... a paisade of sooty, paint-blistered pipes, barring him from God on the other side.
He could hang there by jamming his hand into the mouth of one of the pipes, sharp metd cutting into
hisfingers; and with the other hand, hisright hand, too burned to play piano but still strong enough to
hold aknife, he dashed at the pipe barrier and howled, " Stupid!

"Supid!

"Stupid!”

Rain fell soon after sunset... just alight shower, but enough to bring Rogasz back to
CONSCIOUSNESS.

He hung, arms outstretched on the rack of pipes, both hands thrust into mouth holesin the flues.
Hisknife had fdlen sometime ago, after failing to do more than damage the fase gold paint.

The dog had run off, upset by the vampire's shouting.

Rogasz released his grip and dropped to the ground, landing heavily on the scattered debris. It
was dick with therain; he dipped and went sprawling. If heinjured anything, if he broke bonesin the



tumble, he was no longer ableto fed such inggnificant pain.

Juliet'sface was wet in the twilight, her clotheslightly soaked. He didn't like seeing her that way,
but he didn't want to cover her up. The rain had made the charcod |etters of her name bleed down
the frame where héld written them. Rogasz stared at them for atime, wondering if he should wipe the
words away and write them again. No. The frame was wet, all the charcoa, too; he might not be able
to write anything thistime, and a sireaky epitaph was better than nothing.

"l could have saved you," he said. Gently, the vampirelaid his hand on her cheek. "'l could have
made you like me; then you would have survived... like me. Y ou wouldn't thank mefor that, notin the
long run. Still, maybe | should have given you the choice. | don't know. | don't know."

He bent over and kissed her cracked crusty lips. "You died in achurch,” he whispered to her
slent face. "Youll beal right. And here..." Hisknife waslying atop the rubble a short distance away.
Heretrieved it and folded the girl'slimp hands around it, laying it across her chest. "Thiswill kegp you
safe." He was tempted to add, You need the knife more than | do; but he recognized the words
were empty. Just said to prove something to someone. Rogasz had no need for such words—not in
thisquiet twilight.

Instead, he said, "I don't know." He kissed her again. "I don't know, | don't know, | don't
know."

He smiled and patted her hands, making sure they held the knife firmly.

When helifted his head from Juliet's corpse, the Adversary was leaning againgt the ruined piano.
"S0," the Logt Onesaid, "how are you feding tonight?*

"] don't know."

"Redeemed?”

Rogasz let himsdlf take adeep breath. "Unlikely—I haven't done anything to deserveit.”

"Wheat did you want to do? Say adragon? Hed aleper?' The Adversary waved hishand
dismissvely. "Méeodramatic crap. A childish need for flashy resolutions. Same asif you dropped to
your knees and wailed that you were finaly embracing God. That's not salvation; that'sjust trying to
be the tar in some grandiose show. Trust me, | know what salvation isn't." He laughed. "Still, you
survived the whole day.”

Rogasz shrugged. "'I've survived alot of things.”

"True." The Adversary pushed himsalf away from the piano and sidled forward over the detrris.
"Who'sthe girl?" he asked, nodding toward the ground.

Rogasz opened his mouth, then closed it again. "Just astreet kid," he said at last. "1've been
cdling her duliet.”"



The Adversary raised his eyebrows. "And you're Romeo?'
"No. I'm not Romeo and she's not Juliet. She'sjust dead.”

The Adversary stared at Rogasz silently. ™Y ou sound calmer,” he said. "More at peace than
when we last spoke.”

"Just too burned out for rage. A day of shock therapy. Don't expect it to last.”

"Nothing lagts, little brother. Thingsfal apart; the center cannot hold. Everything changesin
time"

"Have | changed?' Helooked down at the dead girl. " She's changed. She has definitely
changed. But I'm gtill here. My injurieswill hedl like dways, and then what? The same old thing?"

"That'sup to you," the Adversary replied. "But if avampire can find amoment of grace... who
knows who might be next?' He gave the ghost of abow. "Stay sane, little brother; | look to you as
my inspiration. Stay sane, Say sane, stay sane.”

With abackward wave of hishand, the Adversary waked into the darkness. Full night had
fdlen: anight rinsed with soft rain.

Rogasz decided to wait beside the corpse awhile longe—maybe the dog would come back.

The Last Day of the War, with Parrots

It was a sprawl-shot, and thistime | was sprawling hips-down on top of abunker, just behind a
hole where something had disintegrated a corner of the roof.

When the camerasturned in my direction, | was supposed to lift on my forearms, with my
shoulders high enough that every lens got an ample view down my cleavage. | wore adeep
scoop-neck blouse, of course, ripped and ragged and thinner than gauze. | wondered if | should
make up business cards—Lyra Dene, singer: backup and boobs. But tape wasn't rolling a the
moment, and I'd scrunched up rump-high, becauseif | stayed in the rehearsed cheesecake pose, the
navel battery-pack for my microphone dug sharply into my stomach.

The cameras were scattered all over the battlefield, some on the ground, some hovering on
chunky anti-grav platforms. Each had its ready light glowing green, but the operator who ran them all
was sitting in alawn chair beside the control console, reading abook. His hand rested on thefog
machine beside the console; occasionally, he had to sweep away threads of mist that dribbled from
the machine's nozzle and trickled across his reading screen.

In front of the console loomed the remains of a giant subterranean battle-tank. The most visible
part wasitsdrill-like snout, jutting up at a45-degree angle and reaching five or Sx stories abovethe
ground. The tank must have been ambushed just asit surfaced. Enemy lasers had drilled a dozen
clean-edged holesinits hull, and something had blasted its caterpillar treads off their sprockets,
splaying them over the ground like black lasagna noodles.



Three people stood at the base of the drill-snout: Helena Howe, director of the video we were
supposed to be shooting; our songwriter, Roland Simard; and Alex Kilgoorlie, probably the only one
you care about.

Soon after | got hired as Alex's backup vocaigt, | read an article claming that 63 percent of all
human househol ds had downloaded his debut album, Ghost of the Tattered Heart. Onereview sad:
"His songs are compelling dreams... or nightmares.”" | don't mind admitting I'd dreamed about him
myself. The dreams centered on a gaunt, disquieting man walking moodily over ableak landscape...
and like on the Ghost abum cover, he wore aloose white shirt that billowed in the wind.

In my dreams, the front of Alex's shirt hung open to thewaist; but it was till buttoned to the
throat that day around the battle-tank. While Helenaand Roland stood irritably over him, Alex
crouched, making kissing soundswith hislips and holding out acracker in his hand.

"People are waiting, Alex dear,” Helenasaid. | could hear her voice through thetiny receiver
tucked into my ear and hidden by my hair. All of uswore such earphones; when she gave an order,
she wanted everyone's undivided attention.

"Just another sec,”" Alex whispered. A conceded mike amplified hiswhisper clearly. He made
more kissing sounds.

Infront of him was an anima about the size of amouse, part of thelocd wildlife. | could seethe
beast was brightly colored, a splash of green and crimson stripes against the drab dirt background;
but it wastoo far away for me to make out much e se. It inched toward the cracker Alex held out, its
head wobbling back and forth dightly. | guessed it was sniffing, trying to make up its mind about the
food and the human that held it. The animal seemed just about to nibble when avoice yelled, "Don't!"

Every head jerked up, including the little beasti€'s. Scrambling over the partly buried tank came
Jerith, our archeologist and resident expert on the planet of Caproche. He'd lived on these abandoned
battlefields for years, alone except for hisrobots, excavating dozens of Sites as he tried to determine
who had fought here and why.

| flattened down on the bunker roof. In the two days our group had been on Caproche, Jerith
had aready passed his quota for peeks down my blouse. | didn't fuss about it—he seemed harmless,
just aguy who hadn't seen awoman in along, long time—but | refused to give him the ogling
opportunities provided by a sprawl-shot.

"What'swrong?' Helenaasked. "Isthe animal dangerous?' She put ahand on Alex'sarm and
tried to pull him away from the creature.

"No, no, they're harmless," Jerith said, scooping up the little beast with asweep of hishand. He
cradled it againgt his chest and began stroking it the way you'd pet ahamster. "I cal them parrots.”

"It doesn't ook like aparrot,” our songwriter Roland said. "Morelike alizard.”

"It'sbrightly colored like aparrot,” Jerith answered. "Anyway, the point is, everyone should
leavethem done.”

"l wasn't going to hurt it,” Alex said in awounded tone.



"Y ou never know," Jerith told him. "Earth food can be poisonousto diens. Thetiniest nibble
might kill thislittleguy.”

"Polly doesn't want a cracker,” Roland smirked to Alex.

"And even if Polly does, we have work to do," Helenasaid briskly, "Come dong, Alex.
Recording time.”

"Can| pet the parrot for asec?' Alex asked, reaching out hisfingers. Jerith shied away and
Helena grabbed Alex's arm with both hands.

"We're going to work now," she said, "and | mean right now. Jerith, take that animal away.
Roland, get off the set. Alex, | want the Singer, and no more putting it off. Y ou aren't fooling anyone
with these delaying tactics; | want the Singer now."

She turned her back on him and marched to the control console. The console operator quickly
shut off hisbook and tried to look busy. Helenaglared but said nothing.

Back in front of the tank, Jerith turned to walk away, still caressing the parrot. Roland patted
Alex on the back, said, "Break aleg," and sauntered toward the control console too.

Alone, Alex stood dejectedly for amoment, his eyes moving aimlesdy around the battlefied. |
smiled when helooked in my direction, but | don't think he saw. He sighed an amplified sigh that
echoed through the surrounding ruins: alitter of shattered war-machinesthat stretched asfar asthe
eye could see. Then he reached up and undid the top button of his shirt.

He stood straighter.
Another button. His hands took on some flourish, like the hands of a concert keyboardi<t.

"Cuethefog," Helends voice whispered in my earphone. The nozzle of the fog machine gushed
acataract of migt, flowing aong the ground and pooling at Alex's feet.

Another shirt button. He shook out his ringleted brown hair and flicked it off his shoulders.

"Cuethewind," whispered Helena, and massive fans on anti-grav platforms began to turn,
dowly a firgt, then faster and faster until they were silent blurs. The anti-grav platforms banked dightly
to resst theforce of thewind. Alex's hair caught the breeze and grew wild.

Thefind button. His head lifted. His cheeks were gaunt, hiseyesfera and glittering. A
dangerousface: agriking, compelling danger.

"Cue cameras," whispered Helena,

Timefor work, | said to mysdlf. But | found | was dready in my pose, sorawled and primed;
roused without thinking when Alex became the Singer. Sure, I'd rehearsed this scenetill it dl came
naturally, but there was no fedling of rehnearsd—just pure reaction to the Singer's presence. | was
panting, budding with prickles of swest.



"Cuemusic,” came afar-off whisper.

The ground rumbled with aheavy bass riff. Wind washed acrass me, whipping my hair against
my shoulders, | screamed into the gale, and no rehearsa had taught me to scream with such fear and
desre.

Then slence. The eye of the storm. And the Singer stepped forward through swirls of mist to
whisper,

You have entered my heart, milady;
Now | shall enter your mind...

He swiveed sharply and pointed hisfinger directly a me,

Betray me not, milady,
For then | shall be... unkind.

I'd laughed at the lyricsin rehearsal as Alex good-naturedly waved afinger in my direction. Now
the words came from the Singer, skeletal, ominous; and the threat in hisvoice chilled me. He blazed
with danger... and I, in ripped and ragged clothes, shuddered at my vulnerability.

"Close-up onLyra," | heard Helenawhisper.

| screamed again. On cue.

"That Kilgoorlieisaspooky guy," Jerith said.

It was after supper and we werein a Quonset hut in Jerith's camp. Three of us, Jerith, Roland,
and |, stood at a workbench where we brushed dirt off chunks of meta that Jerith claimed were
archeologicd artifacts. The piece | had to clean was dightly bigger than my hand, fairly solid, and
heavier than it looked. It was mostly copper-rust green, but atrumpet-like mouth at one end had its
interior streaked with bronze. Like most of the artifacts on Caproche, thiswas probably abroken

Weapon.

We were dusting off the past because we had become archaeol ogists-in-training. Technically
speaking, the planet Caproche was classified SIO, Scientific Investigation Only; but seven hundred
years ago, unknown aien races had warred here from tropics to tundra, and the resulting devastation
fit Alex Kilgoorliegsmusic like achain mail glove. Helenahad decided she must shoot Alex's next
album on Caproche. To get around the Planet Protection Agency, she paid Jerith agreat dedl of
money to claim our party was helping him in his studies; so when we weren't in recording sessions, we
made ashow of devotion to the digs. Well... most of us made such a show—Helenahad yet to touch
ashoved. And Alex got so enthusiastic the first time he came to the work hut, he/d somehow smashed
thelens of aheavy-duty battle |aser; o Jerith excused him from future duty.

"Alex isn't spooky,” Roland said. "He's the most normal person here.”

"Don't give methat,” Jerith replied. "1 saw him this afternoon. When hewassinging... it waslike
he was some kind of wraith. That's exactly theword, awraith.”



"Y ou're confusing Alex with the Singer,” Roland answered camly. "Alex isaregular guy; the
Singer issomething dse" He busied himsalf with dabbing at aclot of mud that clung to the snarl of
wires he was cleaning, then added, "The Singer is spooky as hell.”

Jerith stared at Roland for along moment. " Are you talking split persondity?”

"| asked a psych-tech about that once," Roland answered. " She laughed at me. Everyone knows
plit persondities only exist in low-budget gridies. These days, potentia splits are detected in
childhood and sewn right back up. Oh yes, that perky little psych-tech had herself ared giggle over
my naiveté."

"Sorry," Jerith said. From the tonein hisvoice, | guessed that our resident archaeologist had also
been laughed at by women sometimein the past.

"1 went to school with Alex," Roland said, making a show of attention to hiswork. "Good guy.
Everybody's friend. Not too bright... not very bright at al..." Roland dapped his brush roughly at the
dirt. "But he was everybody's friend. Women loved him." Helooked up at me accusingly. "What do
you think of Alex, Lyra? Not the Singer, but Alex. Kind of cute, kind of helpless, right? Sweet lovable

quy?
"l like Alex," | replied, trying not to sound defensive. "What's wrong with that?"

Both men looked at me silently. Neither one came closeto Alex's easy charm. Roland,
overweight, hishair thinning though he was only twenty-five, and hislipstoo red and blubbery. Jerith,
with his droopy face and weak chin unsuccessfully hidden by a patchy blond beard, uncombed and
scraggly... no doubt held known people like Alex too, and...

Jerith turned quickly away from me. His hand went reflexively to hisbeard. | told myself | mugt
have been staring and | fdlt like shit.

"Therés nothing wrong with Alex," Roland said quietly as he went back to cleaning hisartifact. "l
admit, the problem was mine. | envied him like hell. Especialy back when we were starting our band.
Eighteen years old, both of us, playing school dances and grotty little booze bins. Me playing
keyboards, writing al the songs, doing the work!" He dug the brush into the gap between two meta
tubes and twisted it hard. "Alex sang my songs, my songs, every word mine, not his... but who did the
women steam for? Pissed me off, pissed meright..." He stopped and camed himself. After amoment
hesaid, "Thesedays| can handleit. I'm not writing to impress people, I'm not writing to get laid.” He
gave me a pointed look. "I'm writing to say something and the message iswhat counts. If the only way
to be heard is putting my words in the Singer's mouth, so beit."

Therewas alengthy slence, apanful one. I fet guilty without knowing why, like I'd been
accused of somecrime... asif | wereadut waiting to fall at Alex'sfeet just to spite Roland. | wished
Jerith would say something, anything to ease the tension.

And hedid.

"You dill haven't talked about Alex and the Singer,” Jerith said, sounding like the words came
awkwardly to him, but clearly doing hisbest to break the silence.



"Oh, that," said Roland. "Do you bdieve in possesson?”
"No," | answered, though the question was directed at Jerith.

Roland laughed without humor. "I don't believein it either. But I'll tell you, when Alex and | first
started performing, we stank. | have no idea why—he had adecent voice, and | knew the songs were
brilliant..." He laughed again. "Wejust didn't have the chemidiry, that'sal. Then onenight in thisratty
blow-bar called Juicy's... one night this woman came to see us backstage between sets. An older
woman, maybe as old asthirty. Hey, | was eighteen, she was ancient. | thought she was a hooker and
| was prime self-righteous the way only teenagers can be, so | made some cutting remarks and
stomped out for some air. What you'd call avery pointed exit.

"By thetime | got back, she was nose-to-nose with Alex, talking about ways to improve the act.
That pissed me off, thiswoman telling us our jobs. | grabbed Alex by the arm and dragged him off
toward the stage, but she called to Alex's back, 'And undo your shirt. Strut the flesh, for Christ's
sake. Put some groin into it. When people watch the stage, they don't want the boy next door. They
want agoddamned performer.’

"Well. We hit the stage for the next set, and Alex started trying stuff. Rolling his eyes, swiveling
his hips... completely forced, and embarrassing. He wasn't that kind of guy—not adrop of deazein
him. When hetried it, I'm telling you, he just had no clue! | told him to smarten up, but that woman
was watching from afront row table, and Alex must have figured he could get lucky if he played up to
her.

"The mood of the bar shifted from bored to hostile; we'd been mediocre before, but now the act
positively turned your ssomach. Even Alex sensed how ugly the crowd was getting. One guy, built like
atank, dressed in leather from head to toe, this guy pulled out a switchblade and started clicking it in,
out, click, click, making sure we saw him. | broke into a cold swest, and Alex, he panicked
completdy. Panic wasthe only thing that could have made him unbutton his shirt, because believeit or
not, he was shy about his body, showing it in public.

"He gtarted unbuttoning in the middle of thislong instrumenta bregk, after the chorus of A Short
Spell of Rain'—firgt cut on our first abum, you should know it. And with every button he undid, it was
like something rewiring itsdlf in hishead. Like apuppy changing into awolf. When the instrumental
break was over and he started singing the next verse... God, my hands were shaking so bad | could
hardly play. The room fell absolutely still—not awhisper, not a glasstinkling. The bouncer outside the
front door came running in, pulling on his brass knuckles like he expected red trouble; but he stopped
in the entranceway, just froze there, with the brass knucks dangling on hisfingertips, and he listened to
the rest of the song. And the next song. And the next. Until we'd run through our whole repertoire.
Weleft the stage, we went to the dressing room, and | buttoned up Alex's shirt without looking into
his eyes. Then we both had terror-fitsfor afew hours.”

Silence. Nothing but the swish of our three brushes sweeping old grit and dirt.
"| take it the woman in the audience was Helena Howe?' Jerith asked &t last.
"You got it," Roland nodded, setting down his brush. "Our very own manager, director, and

ballbreaker. And yes, Alex did get lucky that night. Or unlucky, depending on your point of view. He
saysthey'reinlove" Roland wiped his dusty hands fiercely on arag he picked up from the



workbench. "I've never found out whether Helena makes him unbutton his shirt in bed. Interesting
question, don't you think? Alex iseasier to control, but the Singer would be more... volcanic.”

He threw the rag down on the workbench and strode out into the gathering twilight. He didn't
look back at either of usas helet the door click shut behind him.

Jerith let his bresth out dowly. "I think | need awalk," he said. "How about you?"

My firgt reflex was to say no—too much potential for complications. Jerith had lived one so
long, he wasripe to get soppy about the first woman to happen by. Me, | have apolicy against getting
soppy. Walking with Jerith, giving him hope, would only be crud. On the other hand, | till felt bad for
making him self-conscious about his beard, and he was so desperate for company... what harm could
therebein afriendly stroll, if | didn't lead him on?

"Sure" | said, "let's get someair. Y ou can show methe sights.”

The dusk was dready full of stars, thousands more than you see on New Earth—Caprocheisa
lot closer to galactic center. A few ribbons of purpling cloud streaked the sky, but al were scudding
off rgpidly toward the horizon. It would soon be aclear, cool evening, with plenty of starlight to see

by.
"It might turn cold,” Jerith said, looking at the sky too. "I can get you asweater if you like."
"I'mfing" | said.

Jerith led me around the base of asmdl hill and immediaey the sounds of the camp were cut
off, leaving only empty stillness—the tillness of Sarlit hills decorated with nothing but ruined bunkers
and the scars of energy blasts. A desolate silence. "Don't you ever worry about being out here?" |
asked Jerith. "All done on aplanet likethis?'

"What would | worry about?' He sounded surprised at my question. "Alien ghosts?'

"Not ghogts," | answered, trying to sound like awoman who never getsthe cregps. "But with so
much junk |eft over from thewar... what if you stumbled onto an old minefield? Or some robot
wegpon that's il active?!

He shook his head. "By the time humans arrived on Caproche, every battle site had been picked
through a dozen times. The Myrigpods surveyed the planet only two hundred years after thewar, and
you know how thorough they are. Even with their best sensing equipment, they didn't find asingle
functiona wespon, nor aworking vehicle, not even a battery pack that still held its charge. No bodies
either... wel, nothing they recognized as bodies. Other groups came after the Myrigpods—the
Cashlings, the Fasskigters, five or six others—but they didn't find anything either. The raceswho
fought here stripped the place clean when they pulled out. Nothing left but trash.” He smiled. "That's
why Caproche only has one loony archeologist instead of ahorde of prospectorslooking for alien
tech.”

| expected him to make one of the classic moves a that moment: casudly bumping against me,



or touching my shoulder to direct my attention toward something, or taking my hand to lead me
across arough patch of ground... but he kept both hands thrust firmly into the deep pockets of his
work pants, and as we started walking again, he scrupuloudy avoided accidenta contact.

That irked me.

| mean, he'd been aone and cdlibate on Caproche for severd years. In many circles, I'm
consdered sexy; when | sang with the Mootikki Spiderson Trash and Thrash, the reviewer from
Mind Sours Weekly singled out "the hot brunette on the bicycle" asthe high point of the album. It was
insulting that this desperate man didn't even try to...

He touched my shoulder.

| turned to look at him, relieved and preparing my "thanks but no thanks" speech.

Helooked away. A moment later, he mumbled, "Over here. There's something you might like."

| followed him to alow wall built from fat bricks. Once upon atime those bricks might have
been sandbags, but the bags had rotted and the sand left behind had hardened like concrete.

Splayed over thewall grew amat of snarled threads, each thread porce ain-white under the

gars. | could see more patches of the stuff beyond the wall, on rocks, on the grass, even streaked up
the trunks of trees.

"I cdl it the Silk," Jerith sad.
"Some sort of fungus?* | asked.

"No, it photosynthesizes," he answered. "It liveson UV light—I had it analyzed. Now watch
this"

He poked at a strand with hisfinger. A moment later, the Silk made asharp <SPLINK> sound
and shattered with aforceful eruption that sent acloud of powder into the air. I'd been watching so
closdly, the dust sprayed al over my face. It had agrimy fed, alittle moist and gluey. | rubbed at it
vigoroudy, trying to wipeit off.

"Oh, God, Lyra, I'm sorry," Jerith said. "Let me...." He reached out to help.

| ducked back from his outstretched hand. "Isthis some gag?' | asked. "Like asquirting flower?
Get medl gooey?' | gave my nose another rub.

"No, | just wasn't thinking," Jerith said. "I'm sorry. It's, uhh... | wanted to show you the Silk
becauseit'smy big discovery.”

"Oh, yes?' I'd got most of the gunk off my face, but now my hands were sticky. | looked around
for some Silklessterrain where | could wipe them off.

"Yes, the Silk," Jerith said. "My theory isit'sabiologica wegpon. From thewar.”



| looked at my hands, covered with powder. Very quickly, | wiped them on my dungarees.

"Y ou don't have to worry,” Jerith went on hurriedly. "It's harmless to humans. The best labson
New Earth have checked it out. Biologica wegpons are usualy species-specific, especidly inawar
likethis, between different aien races. Thisdust probably shriveled one side but |eft the other Side
untouched." He poked another strand, <SPLINK> "It's funny when you think about it. Thisis
probably lethal to some mysterious diens, but to uslittle old humans..." He poked again, <SPLINK>

It didn't seem so funny to me, and | didn't like biological weapons going off in my face evenif |
was the wrong species; but Jerith looked so forlorn there, going <SPLINK>, <SPLINK>,
<SPLINK> with hisbig discovery, that | didn't have the heart to stay mad at him. He smiled at me, |
grudgingly smiled back, and in afew moments, we were both <SPLINK>ing away. Y ou could get
different pitches depending how hard you struck each thread, and | started trying to <SPLINK> out
"Betray Me Not," the song we'd recorded that afternoon. Jerith was using both hands to <SPLINK>
out abackground rhythm and we were having a great time until a Caprochian parrot climbed out of
Jerith's pants pocket.

| didn't shriek, just made achoked "ungh” sound as | jumped back. When I'd watched Alex try
to feed the same kind of animal at the recording session, | hadn't been close enough to see how ugly
thelittle beasts were. This one was small and flat, like amouse-size Gilamongter, but with atopknot
of three antennae, each undulating like weedsin water. The animal didn't scare me—it wasn't even
repulsive after 1'd got over my initial shock—but it definitely wasn't the sort of thing I'd keep in my
pocket.

Jerith saw my reaction, looked down at the brightly colored creature crawling up his clothing,
and immediately detached it from hiswaistband. He winced dightly when he touched it, but held it
gently, caressingit. "It'sonly my pet," hesaid. "It'svery tame."

"Why did you haveit in your pocket?'

"They likewarm, dark places. They just curl up and go to deep. When it heard us popping the
Sk, it must have woken up and felt hungry.”

"Hungry?' | sad, uneasy with the way Jerith fondled the little beest.

"They eat the Silk," Jerith answered, holding the animal closeto a patch of strands on thewall.
The parrot pushed its snout forward; gingerly it tugged loose the end of athread and sucked up the
Silk like spaghetti. "Very delicate mouths," Jerith added. " They can gobble the stuff without popping
it"

For awnhile, | watched thetiny animd eat. | wouldn't say it was cute, but its determined durping
did have an endearing qudlity. | put out my hand to rub its nose, but Jerith immediately jerked the
parrot out of reach.

"What'swrong?' | asked.

"They don't like to be touched by strangers,” he said, backing away from me.

"Do you know how suspicious you're acting?' | wasn't one for melodrama, but who hasn't seen



adozen shows where an archaeol ogist on some isolated planet fixates on an dien species? And nine
times out of ten in those shows, someone gets her brains eaten before the closing credits.

"It's not what you're thinking," Jerith blurted out.
"How do you know what I'm thinking?"'

Hisface blanched. Turning away from me, he hurriedly did the parrot back into his pocket. The
anima didn't put up any fight at dl. When he turned back to face me, Jerith kept his hand in that
pocket.

"Look," hesad, "I know I've developed some quirks out here. Being aone... knowing thereisn't
another human being within seven light years... I'm alittle obsessed about the parrots, | know that.
But they've been my only company... Caproche doesn't have any other land animals, not redlly, you
can't make friends with insects... and the parrots are these sweet-natured, gentle little animas.....”

"l wasonly going to pet it,” | said.

"I know, | just... I'm possessive, it'swrong, | know, I'll work onit. | have to get used to dedling
with people again. To tdl thetruth, Lyra, I've never been good at dealing with people, certainly not
beautiful women... damn, you're defensive again, I'm sorry.” He closed hiseyesin pain. "Look," he
sad at lagt, "you can find your way back to camp, right?’

"Yes.."

" redly haveto be donefor awhile. To think. I'm sorry." Hetook afew stepsinto the
darkness, then turned back. "I know I'm odd," he said, "but I'm harmless, you said so yourself. |
won't hurt you or embarrass you... oh, good-bye."

He hurried away, around the Silk-covered wall and off into the night. | watched him till he
disappeared behind a charred stockade fence.

Onceagain, | fet like shit. Maybe it was something in the Caproche air—I hadn't done anything,
| hadn't said anything, and till | felt guilty. Angrily, | punched at athick patch of Silk on thewall
beside me. It exploded with a double-bass <SPLINK > that coated my hand with gunk. | bent to
wipe off the goo on the ground and saw a small nose emerge from a hole under astone.

"Hello," | said softly. "Y ou just heard the dinner bell, didn't you?' | nudged anearby thread,
<SPLINK> The nose came out alittle farther. Another <SPLINK>, and the parrot under the stone
waddled into the starlight, its crimson head swaying dowly back and forth.

Hesitantly, | reached out my hand. It actualy moved dightly toward me, extending its neck.
"Going to hiteme?' | asked. But it made no further movement, so | bent my finger and rubbed its
nose.

"Going to bite me, to bite me, bite me?' | heard my own voice say.

| pulled back from the parrot and looked sharply around. Had someone recorded me, putting
my voice through an echo synth? It wouldn't be the first time a smartass roadie targeted me for a



practica joke. But when | thought about it, the sound wasn't my recorded voice, the one | heard on
playbacks and barely recognized as my own. It was my head voice, the one | heard when |
talked—fuller than my recorded voice, less shill.

It was me.

Oh, shit, | thought, and reached out to touch the parrot again.

"Oh, shit, oh, shit, oh, shit...."

Except | hadn't said anything thistime. | just thought it.

"Thought it, thought it, thought..."

Parrots.

"Parrots, parrots, parrots..."

I lifted my finger and the sound stopped ingtantly. | touched thelittle anima lightly and the sound
kicked in again... but | knew it wasn't asound, not area one.

| tried to think things through; and as| did, every chance thought, every tiny notion echoed back
to meafraction of asecond after passing through my mind... disorienting at first, but | was used to
singing in concert halswith atiny delay between hitting anote and hearing it over your headphones. |
could handle the tel epathic equivaent.

Firgt question: did the parrot only echo the thoughts of the person touching it? Or did the parrot
echo every thought nearby?

| remembered how Jerith had responded to my thoughts all evening, like touching me when |
was annoyed that he hadn't tried anything yet. His hand had been in his pocket most of the night, the
pocket that held the parrot.

The parrot must echo everyone's thoughts. And not just the unspoken words; | could senseiit
broadcasting my emotions too, the outrage growing in me as | redlized how Jerith had eavesdropped
onmy mind. | felt violated. HE'd seen me more naked than naked. Hell, who cared about being naked
anymore? I'd bared my al threetimes on Trash and Thrash; by now, half the galaxy had had the
chance to count my freckles.

But this... | tried to remember al the thoughts I'd had in Jerith's company. | tried to recall what
shameful things might have passed through my mind...

Jerith had said, "That Kilgoorlieisaspooky guy.”
| wondered what thoughts the Singer had. About me.
| wondered what thoughts Alex had. About me.

And Roland. And Helena. And the roadies and everyone.



But of courseit was wrong to eavesdrop on them.

The parrot didn't resist as| picked it up and stroked its nose. Thelittle animal seemed perfectly
content to be held. It nestled into my palm and gave atiny yawn.

| told myself | would take it back to camp, to prove to the others what the animas could do.
Telepathic parrots that echoed peopl€'s thoughts—no one would believe that without proof. Well,
Alex probably would; but that was a mean thing to say. The parrot repeated the thought over and
over, "Alex would believeit" ...and under that phrase other thoughts chorused like backup singers,
copiesof my own voice whispering things | hadn't put into words: Alex isgullible, Alex isachild, |
want to know what he thinks, | want to know what he thinks of me.

| barely recognized I'd had those thoughts, but they echoed back clearly.
"l won't usethe parrot,” | said doud. "I'm just taking it to camp as proof.”

The backup singersinmy brain said, I'm lying to myself, I'll probably eavesdrop, | don't
know what I'll do.

| stuffed the parrot into the pocket of my dungarees and hastily pulled out my hand. The voices
cut off ingtantly and the silence of the night flooded in. | bresthed asigh of relief and began walking
back to the camp, trying to fill my heart with good intentions.

| touched the parrot severd timesas| walked, just to seethat it was still working. The parrot
didn't react. It seemed to be adeep, but it till broadcast my thoughts loud and clear. Some creatures
give off body temperatures, others give off mental echoes.

What did | hear from the parrot? Excitement mostly, the feding of power. Qualmstoo—using
the parrot to spy on others waswrong, but could | resst? And amemory of facing asimilar conflict
when | discovered masturbation at the age of thirteen: an exciting power, an irresistible compulsion,
yet an act |'d been told was dirty. Secret vice. Isthat aparrot in your pocket or are you just glad to
see me?"How far do | haveto dig this damned hole?’

| jerked my head around. That last thought wasn't mine.

Therewasno onein sight... but | stood on barren ground between two flat-topped hills.
Someone could be on one of the hills, within range of the parrot's hearing, whatever that range was. |
took afew stepstoward the hill on my left, then stopped and touched the parrot: nothing but my own
thoughts, racing, trying to figure out whose voice it had been. Mde. Alex? Roland? | hadn't paid
enough attention.

| wanted it to be Alex. The thought of eavesdropping on Alex was so tantalizing...

Asquietly as| could, | moved back toward the other hill, stopped, and listened again. "Damned
stone. Why are there so many damned stones?"

Alex.



Taking adeep breath, | pulled my hand from my pocket. | would resist. | would be good.

Onelast touch. The echoes of my thoughtstold me | was only delaying the moment of
eavesdropping on Alex. | wasintent on doing it, and smply holding off afew secondsto excite mysalf
more, theway you sometimes hold off on akiss: you know it's going to happen, but you wait an extra
second to make it swester.

The hill wastoo steep to climb with my hand in my pocket.

Alex stood a short distance away, stabbing a shove into the ground and wrestling up aload of
dirt. His body was soft with sarlight. He still wore the billowing white shirt and tight lesther pantsfrom
the recording session, but his shirt was buttoned to the throat. With each thrust of the shovel, he
grunted. At hisfeet lay aknapsack and agrowing pile of dirt.

| walked quickly up to him before | could be tempted to reach for the parrot. When he heard
my footsteps and turned around, | asked, "Digging agrave? Or just robbing one?"!

Alex laughed. "I'm excavating an archaeological ste" he said. "We're an archaeol ogica
expedition, you know."

"And this excavation couldn't wait till morning?"

"I'm not in Jerith's good books right now," Alex said. "I broke something—something glass, |
don't know what it was. It could have happened to anyone, but Jerith told me | wasn't careful enough
to be an archaeologist.” Alex plunged the shovd into the hole with al his strength. "So | decided to
head out when no one was looking and find something so important Jerith would haveto let me help

agan."

"Why here?" | asked, looking around. The top of the hill showed amost no signs of thewar,
except for arain-filled bomb crater twenty meters away. The area had none of the markers Jerith
usudly set up at stes he planned to excavate. "Isthere some reason to dig here, or did you just pick a
place a random?’

Alex looked dy. "Can you keep a secret?' He picked up the knapsack that lay on the ground
beside him. When he lifted the flap, | saw some kind of € ectronic gpparatus topped by acylindrical
holo-tank. "Metal detector,” Alex said in astage whisper. "Absolute state of the art. | can afford it,
Jerith can't.” Immediately, he looked guilty. "I'm going to giveit to Jerith before we go. Asatoken of
gppreciation for how he's helped us. Buit firg, I'm going to find something important.”

"Down thishole?’

"If I'm lucky. There's something big down here; and deep enough that Jerith's cheap detectors
don't pick it up."

"Do you want help digging?" | asked.

"1 only have the one shovel. But if you stick around, | may need ahand lifting out whatever |



find"

| stuck around—found a stone that wasn't quite as damp as the ground and sat on it. Now and
then, | offered to dig for awhileto let Alex rest. He turned me down each time, and speared his
shovel in harder to prove hewasn't tired. | just sat there and inhaed the damp smell of freshly turned
soil.

Rather than mope in silence we told each other stories, the kind of stories that peoplein the
industry share when they get together: disastrous concerts, botched bookings, fansfrom hell. Many,
many stories. We laughed, wetaked, | put my hand in my pocket.

"I wish she were wearing atighter shirt,” he said in histhoughts. "She's got such abody...
Helenas crazy to say she'sfat.”

| didn't react. Well, yes, of course | reacted and the noise of my thoughts screaming, "I'll kill
her!" drowned whatever Alex thought next. But outwardly | didn't move. | tried to force mysdif to
cam down, but that just turned out to be my brain shrieking at my body, "Get cam! Relax! Loosen
up, loosen up!”

Too bad I'd never studied meditation.

Taking adeep breath, | tried to relax for rea instead of just going through the motions. 1t would
have been easier if | could take my hand out of my pocket and shake mysdlf loose; but that hand was

Saying put.

By the time my thoughts tilled enough to hear Alex again, he was fantasi zing about kissng me.
No technicd details, not even afeding of passon, just lipstouching. In hismind my lipswere very
soft. And | responded, in my own imagination and in the dream Alex dreamed. My arousal doubled
itself in afeedback loop, as| felt the desire, responded to the desire, felt my response echoing back
and succumbed more deeply, desire feeding on its own echoes...

"What'sthis?" avoice whispered. A chill voice with asharp edge that stabbed through dl the
fantasies.

Alex was il digging, glancing over at me from timeto time. No one dsewasin sight.

"Have we got avisitor then?" the thready voice went on. " Someone peeking through the
basement window?"

My own thoughts asked who isit, who? | could hear the chatter of my questions, even though
other voicesin my brain pleaded for sllence, not to draw attention to myseif.

"Ah, one of Alex'sfriendscometo cdl,”" the voice whispered. "But he hasn't thought your name
yet...."

Reflexively, | thought "Lyra" Horrified copies of my voice screamed, "No!"

"Lyra," whigpered thevoice. "I saw you this afternoon, milady. We sang together. Yes. Y our
beauty entices me. Y ou have entered my heart, milady. Now | have entered your mind."



That'sjust asong, | thought wildly.

"There's no such thing as ‘just asong,’ milady. Song isareadm unto itsalf, separated from your
world by thetiny thickness of an eighth note. Strange thingslivein thisrealm, milady. Wraiths. Ghosts
with tattered hearts." The voice laughed, alaugh with claws of ice. "It's dangerous to enter thisrealm,
milady. Once a song getsinto your head, sometimesit'simpossibleto get out.”

The thing'slaugh gushed over me like glacier spill water. Blackness pooled in front of my eyes,
the red world began to dissolve. Benegth the laughter, | could just make out atiny voice, my own
voice, murmuring, "L et go of the parrot, let go, let go." But my body was freezing up, heavy withice. |
couldn't remember what it fdt like to move. Try to move, think of moving, focus on motion, any
motion, the spasming dance | did for that cut on Trash and Thrash, Sngthesong: "Damnit, damiit,
break it; don't give me your repercussions...”

Forcing mysdlf againgt the stony cold, I moved my hand a hairsbreadth. | let go of the parrot.

My eyes sngpped into focus: the hilltop, the star's, the silence. Shivering, shuddering, the memory
ofice

Then Alex touched my shoulder and pointed to the hole. "I've found something,” he said.

| could barely keep my teeth from chattering. | wanted to scramble away screaming but could
barely move—I fdt divorced from my body, like waking up from anightmare. Alex'sgrin meltedto a
frown. "Areyou dl right?’

"Uhh. Hmm." My mouth wouldn't work. "I just, uhh... | must have drifted off. Weird dream.” |
eyed Alex closdly, searching for any sign of the Singer; but thiswas good old amiable Alex, swest,
even innocent. Maybe | had just been dreaming.

"Come seewhat | found,” Alex said, holding out his hand. | took it without thinking. He pulled
me up to my feet and didn't et go asheled meto the hole. | didn't let go either—I was grateful for
human contact. | considered diding closer to him and stedling a hug, but didn't know what held think
of it. (I could use the parrot to find out... but no, | couldn't do that again. Never. Never. Not yet.)

At the bottom of the holelay arusty expanse of sheet metal, about a meter square. One edge
showed aset of hinges and the opposite edge had ahandle. "I think it'salid,” Alex said eagerly.

"] think sotoo." | leaned againgt him. His body was warm and solid.

"Canweopenit?' he asked.

"We probably shouldn't,” | told him. " Jerith would want to document everything first. The
position of thisthing in the hole, the depth, al that. And we don't want to damage whatever'sinsde.
Didn't most of those Egyptian mummies crumble to dust when people opened the sarcophagus?’

Alex'sfacefel. "You mean | makeamgjor discovery and | can't even seewhat it is?'



"It'sup toyou,” | answered. "Y ou wanted to impress Jerith, right? For that, you have to be
meticulous.” | squeezed hiswais tightly. Very tightly. But | tried to make my voice sound playful. "If
you openit, | won't tel anyone.”

He whooped with e ation and legpt, diding down the loose dirt to the bottom of the hole. | knew
Jerith would be appalled at what Alex was up to, but it certainly wouldn't be a serious blow to
science. Y ou couldn't walk thirty secondsin astraight line without tripping over debrisfrom
Caproche's war—the entire surface of the planet was hegped with the stuff. Given so much materia
to draw upon, Jerith'sinvestigation would scarcely suffer if one artifact wasn't dug up with full pomp
and circumstance. Besides, after my recent experience, my dream, whatever it was, | loved Alex's
high spirits and didn't want to dampen them.

The box's handle was st too tightly againgt the lid, at least by human standards—it must have
been built for an dien race with thinner hands, or tentacles—but Alex eventudly wiggled hisfingers
under the bar. Down at the bottom of the hole, standing on loose dirt, he wasn't in agood position for
lifting, s0 | got the shovel and did down to help, jamming the shovel blade under thelip of thelid and
levering upward. Together, we managed to break the grip of the rust holding the lid shut, and with
protests from the hinges, the lid groaned open.

There was nothing ingde: just an empty canister, divided into two compartments by ametal
partition down the middle. Whatever the box once held, it was long gone.

| started to laugh—abit too hystericaly, but till, al that work for an empty box. Alex started to
laugh too, and suddenly we were kissing, twining together. The kisseswere hungry; 1'd never fet so
desperate. I'd been terrified by the Singer and now | was plunging for safety into the same arms... but
they were Alex'sarms, and Alex seemed like the only comfort on the planet.

Soon we were out on level ground again, stretched body to body beside the hole. For the flicker
of aningtant, | considered reaching for the parrot, to see what was going through Alex'smind. But |

didnt want to let go of him; and | redlized | didn't want to know what he wasthinking. | wanted to
kisshim, | wanted to hold him. Everything else could wait.

We agreed we shouldn't go back to camp together. Cool reason had replaced heat, and second
thoughts were piling up in my mind. Helena. The complications of working side by sde. Doubts and
gpprehension.

"You go on ahead,” | told Alex. "I'll wait out here awhilelonger. Go on."

We kissed awkwardly. He gave me asmile, asweet confused smile, and said good night. Ashe
vanished down the Sde of the hill, he began whistling.

| laughed in disbelief. Was he happy, was he sad, was he just whistling because men get the urge
to whigtle? It was tempting to reach for the parrot. So | did.

"Do | confront her? Tak to her, woman to woman? Threaten her? Or just ignore everything?'

Thevoicel heard didn't belong to Alex. It was Helena, and she was close by. Close enough for



her thoughts to drown out whatever Alex was thinking as he walked back to camp. Close enough that
she must have seen whatever there'd been to see.

Shit. Thewhole damned planet was practicaly empty, and everyone wanted to crowd up on my
littlehill.

"I could fire her," Helenas thoughts went on. "Slit her throat. No, there isn't another decent
backup singer within a dozen parsecs. Not with perfect tits. Damned perfect tits. Alex, theres more
to lifethan tits, isn't there? After everything I've... but it isn't Alex'sfault. He'sjust thisbig smple..."
The next thought wasn't asingle word, but a montage: man, child, baby, bumpkin, son, lover. And
there were images too—Alex grinning, with spaghetti sauce dribbling down his chin; Alex looking up
as Helenas hand brushed hair from his eyes, Alex'sface looming closein a darkened room.
Underneath was Helena's soft fear that she was|osing him, that she couldn't compete with younger
women, that she was growing old.

Suddenly, like Silk going <SPLINK>, her thoughts grew sharp and hard. "It's Lyrawho should
know better," she thought. "Hateful bitch." And then Helenawas waking toward me, planning how to
browbeat and sweet-tak meinto giving Alex up.

Sheld taken aflashlight with her when sheld set out to look for Alex. Now shewaited till the last
moment to turn it on, hoping the sudden light would startle me. | stared up camly as she shoneit into

my eyes.
"Hdlo, Lyra"
| nodded. "Helena."

"Doing some impromptu excavation?" she asked, making a show of looking at the freshly turned
dirt.

"The search for knowledge never deeps”" | answered.

She shonethelight into the hole. It lit the unearthed box more ditinctly than the starlight. | could
see that one of the compartments was completely lined with sticky white powder from exploding Silk.
The other compartment wasn't as empty as I'd thought. Tiny bones littered the floor, with one
skeleton intact enough to recognize as the remains of a Caprochian parrot.

"Lookslike an important artifact,” Henasaid. "A trash bin."

"The search for knowledge sometimes crapsout.” | shrugged.

"What about you and Alex?' she asked. "Wasthat a search for knowledge too?"

She wanted me to be surprised by the question. Thanksto the parrot, | wasn't. "I don't know

what it waswith Alex," | answered honedtly. " Just one of those things. | was fedling pretty needy a
thetime."



Her thoughts shouted, " Sdlfish bitch!™ but dloud she said, "'Y our needs aren't Alex's needs.”

"l didn't hear him protesting,” | replied. But my background chorustold me | knew that was no
excuse.

"Alex isasxteen-year-old in atwenty-five-year-old's body," Helena said. "He's not going to
fight off any woman. He may eveninitiate the... festivities. He may haveinitiated thingswith you, |
don't know—the starlight wasn't quite bright enough for meto see.”

"I don't know who initiated what," | told her.

"The point is, Alex isalittle boy who never grew up." Shefaked alaugh. "Do you redize that he
proposed to me after our first night together? He thought it was required, the only gentlemanly thing
to do after ravishing me. He hasthisterribly constricted background... | bet he wastoo shy to take
off hisshirt, right?'

"True" And | wasglad he didn't. If unbuttoning his shirt released the Singer...

"He's S0 unsophisticated,” Helena said, nodding, "and that'swhy therésaproblem. I'm a
broad-minded woman, | don't own him..." Her thoughts yelled, "He's mine!" and added softly, "Why
can't hejust be mine?' She put on abrittle smile and said, "Alex can't handle the complications of
dedling with both of us. Someone like Roland..." | picked up a snap memory of Helenain bed with
Roland. Well, well. "Roland wouldn't get hung up about an idle one-night stand. HE'S not oneto
confuse sex with loyalty. But Alex... he confuseseasily. Y ou see?’

"Seewhat?'

"That someoneisgoing to get hurt. Certainly Alex, and maybeyou. Not me," she added airily. "I
don't get hurt. | just haveto pick up the pieces.”

"Nobleyou."

"Nobleme." Internally she debated whether to threaten me. She could fire me, and could
probably arrange that the mgjor recording labelswouldn't let meinto their sudios; but backing me
into acorner held too many risks. Especialy when she believed | could stedl Alex with one nudge of
my nipples. So keep it cool, keep it sophisticated, woman to woman, one tuck-and-tumble doesn't
have to mean anything.

"If | wereyou,” shesad, "I'd tell him thiswasjust abrief... weakness on your part. Y ou could
say you were under the influence of some fiendish psychologica wegpon ill at work on the
battlefield. A lust gun. Makesyou rut like amink in heat no matter how ridiculous you look. No
matter how damaging it might be for your career. Lust grenades. Lust lasers. Alex would believe
thet.”

"Y ou don't give Alex enough credit.”
"l give Alex all the credit,” shereplied. "I do thework, he gets the credit. If you want to start a

tug-of-war, Lyra, you may pull Alex away from me. But without me, he'sno star. He'sjust a
not-too-bright guy with aso-so voice. Not agreat catch, believe me.”



"What about the Singer?' | asked.

Her thoughts shriveled. Fear. Cold fear so sharp and similar to mine | jerked my hand away
from the parrot. Y ou can have the Singer," she said, her voice trembling dightly. "If you can catch the
Singer, hesyours.”

She turned abruptly away and started walking toward the edge of the hill. Without turning, she
cdled back, "I'm sure you'l do the right thing, Lyra. The smart thing.”

| watched till she was gone. At the last second, | brushed my finger across the parrot. On the
surface, Helena fretted about me watching her walk away—she was sure | waslaughing at her, a her
hips and ass thickening with middle age. But degper down ran acurrent of terror: wordless, imageless
fear of the Singer.

Her thoughts echoed my own.

When she was gone, | made my way in the same direction, keeping my hands off the parrot.
Even so, the parrot dominated my attention... like when you meet someone who's completely wrong
for you and you know hell screw up your life, but every minute of the day you find yoursdlf thinking
about him. Not love, not lust, and you know you're too sensible for obsession; but you still keep
turning it over and over in your mind. | could laugh at how | was getting in so deep with the parrat, |
could tel mysdlf it would only take atiny effort of will to set my parrot free...

But | didn't do it. Fixations can be swest.

Following Helenas footsteps through the dew soon brought me back to camp. Music played in
the main Quonset hut, the timeworn feel-good classic "Orange Puppy,” recorded by "Vivaldi's
Love-Child." That meant the hut had been taken over by roadies—only they were old enough to play
such arusty dusty nostalgianumber. | could imagine them sitting around, wearing doppy T-shirtsfrom
old groupslike "Madriga Canyon" or "Freckles on a Green-Eyed Girl," and saying spiteful things
about the music scene today.

| congdered joining them, but didn't think I'd be up to eavesdropping on a crowd. Besides, what
could the parrot tell methat | couldn't guess mysdlf? Theroadies al said exactly what they thought the
moment it crossed their minds... except for the wet-dream fantasies afew of the guys had when they
looked in my direction, and who needed tel epathy to pick up those?

Instead, | turned toward the huts that served as deeping quarters. The nearest belonged to Alex
and Helena, but | didn't want to see either of them again tonight. A few metersfarther was the hut that
songwriter Roland shared with our equipment manager. The equipment manager would surely be
keeping company with the rest of the roadies, and Roland would be done.

| knocked on the door.

"What?" The question sounded angry, but Roland aways sounded angry.

"ItsLyra" | sad. "Areyou busy?"



"Yes." The door opened and there was Roland, atowel draped over one hand but still fully
dressed in hisusual black. "1 wasjust going to take a shower." He snorted an unpleasant laugh.
"Unlessyou'd careto join me?"

"I have ashower inmy own hut,”" | answered.
"Once you've had the best, don't settlefor therest," he muttered.

"What's that supposed to mean?' | wanted to reach for my parrot, but he was staring at me so
intently there was no way | could make the gesture look natural.

"Alex doesn't keep secrets,” Roland said, still blocking the doorway. "Even if he doesn't blurt it
right out, it'swritten al over hisface. | guarantee Helenawill know about you and Alex within the
hour."

"She knows dready.”
IIArml

"No'and,'" | told him. "We're both being civilized. Sophisticated women of the world. Although
it would obviously be best for al concerned if | dropped Alex immediately.”

"She'sright,” Roland said. "Not that | expect common senseto prevail. You gill haven't
mentioned why you're here.”

"Just to chat," | replied, stretching asif my shoulderswere stiff and casualy reaching toward my
pocket. "l thought maybe | could talk to you about Alex and...”

His hand snapped out and grabbed my wrist. He pulled it tight to his chest and dragged me
closer, eyeto eye. "No games, Lyra," he said, his breath hot on my face. "No casud little chats. |
know."

He held up his other hand, the one that had been covered with the towd. Thetowe did down
hisarm to reved aparrot squeezed between hisfingers.

"I wondered why Jerith was so possessive of his damned parrots,” Roland said. "'l found out.
And if you ever try to eavesdrop on me, I'll know it. If you can hear my thoughts, | can hear yours.
Toy with me, and | won't act civilized like Hdena"

| opened my mouth to say something, but he interrupted. ™Y ou think I'm bluffing? That | don't
have the balsto play vicious?' He put hisfist against my face and roughly dragged the parrot's snout
along my cheek. The moment the parrot touched me, Roland's fury screamed in my earslike a howl
of feedback from an amplifier; then he pulled back the parrot and the noise cut off. "Now you know
it'sno bluff,” hesaid. "No one getsinto my head but me."

"The same goesfor me." | tried to snatch the parrot from his hand, but he swung it back out of
my reach. Hisgrip on my wrigt tightened.

"l don't need a parrot to get into your head,” he snapped. "I know exactly what women like you



think. 'Creepy Roland, ugly Roland,’ that's always the attitude. With a pinch of pity thrownin, just to
makeit hurt more."

"I'm not—"

He twisted my arm and jerked it down hard. " Shut up!" he screamed. "I can hear you. | can hear
you trying to decide which liewill pacify me. | can hear you wonder if you should come onto me, if
you can somach giving Roland apress of the flesh, ugly Roland will be so overcome... God damn
you!"

In blind rage, he swung hisfist a my jaw. | managed to block with my free arm and took the
blow above my ebow. The crunching impact hurt like hell, his knuckles hammering into me deep as
the bone. Then he whispered, "Oh, shit," and hisgrip on my other arm went dack.

| writhed away from him. Hefell over facedown and stopped moving.

For severa seconds, | kept my distance, panting and rubbing my arm. He till didn't move. Had
he fainted? Or was he just faking? But why? | thought of reaching for my parrot to see what wasin his
mind; but if hewasjust faking, that would infuriate him.

| stretched out my foot and nudged him. No response.
Harder. Still nothing.

At lagt | bent beside his body and rolled him over. The exertion hurt my bruised arm but | gritted
my teeth. Roland's bregthing was very shallow. Therewas an odd smell inthe air too, athin, metallic
sméll. | sniffed more closely, his body, his clothes, trying to find the source of the odor.

It came from hisfis—till clenched tightly around the parrot.

The parrot had been crushed like a handful of grapes when Roland's punch landed on my arm.
Bits of itsflesh bulged out between Roland's fingers and adark fluid spilled over hisknuckles.

| pried hisfist open, using astick to lever thefingers so | wouldn't have to touch the blood. The
smdll grew stronger. The parrot looked like a squeezed rag. Indentations shaped like Roland's fingers
had crushed into its bodly.

The parrot had died and Roland collapsed. | wondered what he'd heard in the moment of the
parrot's death.

| dragged the roadies away from "Orange Puppy" and told them to hoist Roland into his bed
while | got Jerith's medical robot out of storage. The bot was decades old, scratched in places, and
tarnished around the sampling mouths, but it moved easily over the rough terrain and its voice was
free of datic asit asked me to describe the nature of Roland's problem. Jerith obvioudy maintained
the bot with great care... which only made sense when the closest doctor was seven light-years away.

| considered keeping mum on the circumstances of Roland's collapse, then decided to tell the



bot everything. Medi-bots are programmed for confidentidity. Besides, no matter how furious | was
that Roland hit me, | didn't want himto die.

By thetimethe bot and | got back to Roland's hut, a crowd of people had gathered around the
bed. Teary-eyed Alex knelt on the floor, holding Roland's hands in his. Helena stood behind him, her
hand patting Alex's shoulder over and over again. | was reaching for my parrot to see what was going
through their minds when aroadie spotted the bot and me. He raised a fuss, making such ashow of
dragging us over to the bed that | didn't have a chance to touch the parrot. A moment later, Helena
drove the roadies and me out of the hut, saying the "doctor" needed room to work. Y eah, right.

| headed off to my own hut. | shared it with Violette who did makeup, but she and the other
roadies went back to the main hut, so | had the place to myself. Good—ypeace and quiet. | took the
parrot out of my pocket and set it down on the dressing table. The others weren't close enough for
me to hear their thoughts distinctly. When | touched the parrot, | only picked up mysdf and a
background mumble from everyone elsein camp.

The parrot yawned itself awake, stretched, and decided to walk around the table a bit, sniffing at
the powders and perfumes Violette and | left lying about. | wondered if thelittle animal was hungry. |
got out some bean sprouts | keep for snacking, but the parrot just snuffled at the sprouts, then lay
down on top of them.

"Probably bad for you anyway," | said. | went outside for amoment, pulled afew blades of the
locdl grass, and laid them down under the parrot's nose. One of its antennae waved above the grass
briefly, but then the parrot pointedly turned away.

"Not good enough for you?' | asked. "Won't eat anything but Silk?"

The parrot stared at me without blinking.

"There must be something elseyou'l edt. If the Silk came here as aweapon in the war, that was
only seven hundred years ago. What did your species eat before then?”

The parrot closed its eyes and went to deep.
| laughed softly. ™Y ou don't care what kind of garbage your barbarian ancestors chucked down

their gullets. Only modern cuisinefor you. | don't blame you—I probably couldn't somach what my
ancestors ate either.”

The door opened without warning and for afew fearful moments I thought it was the Singer. No.
The shirt was buttoned and it was only Alex, but Alex looking grim and worried. "Roland wantsto
spesk to you," he said. He didn't look mein the eye.

"Roland is awake?' | asked.

"He'sawake, but hesnot..." Alex'svoicetrailed off and helooked down at his hands. One palm
had abrown stain on it. "He's not very good, Lyra. Maybe seeing you will calm him down."



"l don't know," | said, wondering how obviousit would beif | just picked up my parrot from the
dressing table and put it into my pocket, " Seeing me might only upset him.”

"He'sasking for you," Alex replied. "He saysit'simportant. Roland, he's... Women affect him
strongly, you know? That's why he writes such good songs. Women affect him. Sometimes they make
him mad and sometimes he just burns himself up wanting them. Most guys... thisishard to say, Lyra,
but for most guys, being withawomanisniceand all, but it'snot everything. Not to live and diefor.
But with Roland, it is. And whatever happened between you and him before he got al keyed up... |
don't know. It'sjugt, the only thing that cdms him down when he's upset is attention from awoman.
Tak, | just mean talk. But you haveto go seehim.”

Sighing, | stood and reached toward the dressing table.

"Don't take the parrot,” he said. "That will only complicate things.”

He took me gently by the arm and guided me away from the parrot on the table, toward the
door. I tried not to wince—he'd taken the arm that Roland punched and it throbbed with pain when
Alex touched me.

Aleximmediately switched hisgrip to my other arm. | thought, Oh, shit, but he said, "Shhh,
shhh."

Aswe crossed the compound | tried not to think of anything. In my head | sang that Trash and
Thrash song, "Damniit, damit, break it; | don't want your repercussions.” | sang it over and over
again, hoping it would fill my thoughts, drown out everything.

At the door to Roland's hut, Alex whispered, " Songs make flimsy shields, milady. | livein

songs." He closed the door between us. | waseft donein the hut with Roland, and | wastrembling in
cold, cold terror.

Roland groaned, "Lyra?" | didn't answer. | desperately hoped | would faint, shut down my
mind... but | wasn't thefainting type. Had it been Alex? Or wasit the Singer? His shirt was buttoned.
And back in my hut hed talked like Alex, fumbling for words, shying away from unpleasantness. But
he'd told me not to take the parrot, and he'd known about my sore arm, about singing that song in my
head.

"Lyral" Roland's voice was louder. The medi-bot whirred briefly but did nothing. "Lyral™

"What?' My voice was hoarse.

"Lyre?'

"Y es. What do you want?'

"Come here”

| stirred myself and approached the bed. Roland's face was pale but with flushes of pink on both



cheeks. "I look worse than usud, don't 17" he said with aweak smile. "1 know what you're thinking."

"] thought your parrot died.”

"Oh, yeah. It died."

"Looked like atraumatic experience for both of you.”

He gaveasmdl snort of alaugh. "Y ou know that phrase 'My life flashed before my eyes? Not a
completely accurate description, but it will do. | think my entire subconscious uploaded into my
consciousness for asecond.”

"Ingtant salf-knowledge,” | sad. "If word gets out, Caproche will be crawling with mystics.”

"] think not," he replied, closing his eyeswith ashudder. "It's not an entertaining experience. I'll
probably kill mysdlf soon.”

The medi-bot whirred through along silence.

"Y ou think I'm bluffing," Roland said after awhile, hiseyes il closed. "Pleading for attention
from a beautiful woman. No. Suicide is definitely an attractive proposition.”

"Because of ingtant salf-knowledge?!
"Because | have the parrot's blood on my hands.”

"Comeon, Roland,” | said, "it'sashame you killed the poor little thing, but it was only one small
animal. It's not worth—"

"Lyra," heinterrupted me. "I have the parrot's blood on my hands."

He held up his pam for meto see, the hand he'd punched me with, the hand that had crushed
the parrot. It was streaked with rusty brown stains reaching down asfar as hiswrist. He turned the
hand dowly and stared at hispalm. | could see more stains on the back of his hand, where blood had
squirted between hisfingers.

"It'sinthar blood," hesaid cadmly. "Whatever it is. Thetelepathy. And now it'sin me. The bot
tried to wash the blood off, but my hand won't come clean. | wish | could remember that passage
from Macbeth."

Out, out, damned spat, | thought.

"Yes, that'sthe one," he agreed asif I'd spoken adoud. "I'll wait afew daysto seeif it wears off.
But I'm not optimigtic.” Helifted hishead and looked straight into my eyes. "Instant salf-knowledge
conveys acertain amount of wisdom, Lyra. Wisdom says| can't handle knowing what other people
think. Let done mysdf. Y ou saw it—two minutes talking to you while | was holding the parrot, and |
went berserk. Ugly. Very ugly.

"No," he said loudly, interrupting what | was going to say. "Don't, please. Y ou were about to



forgive mefor hitting you. I'm in bad shape, and you fed guilty. Dont. Just don't. It's stupid. If you
want to do something, stop using the parrot. That'swhy | asked you here. To warn you. Just stop.”

"Okay, I'll stop.”

He shook his head sadly. "Y ou don't mean that. Deep down, you think I'm an unstable asshole.
You think | can't handle telepathy, but you can. Well, you're haf right. | can't handleit. 1t'stoo blesk.
A while ago, when Alex and Helenawere hovering over me, wondering if I'd had a heart attack or
something... they're supposedly my two best friendsin the world, and you know what they were
thinking? Helenawas going over names of other songwriters, trying to choose areplacement for meif
| died. And Alex, he was scarcely there. | don't know where hismind was, but | couldn't pick it up.
Stupid me, | expected somekind of sympathy..."

"You can't tell me Alex didn't care,” | said. "I saw him, Roland. He was crying... hewastruly
worried."

"That's not what the parrot was broadcasting.”

"Then maybe parrots don't broadcast everything. | saw Alex right there beside you while you
were unconscious, and he was crying, holding your hands..."

| stopped suddenly.
"Hewas holding my hands?' Roland asked. "While they were till bloody?*
| remembered the brown stain I'd seen on Alex's hand when held come to get mein my hut.

"God, no," Roland murmured. "Not Alex." | shivered. "No. It's not Alex."

Outside, hurrying across the compound, | asked mysdlf, So what? Alex or the Singer, he was
just a person who recorded songs. He might come acrosslike alunatic, but so did half the other acts
inthemusicindustry. And evenif he was dangerous, | was no ddlicate flower. Back when | was
getting started, 1'd sung in barsfilled with street scum and run by organized crime. If the going got
rough, | could handle mysdf.

Sowhy was| terrified?

No timefor terror—I had to tell Helenawhat was going on. How she dedlt with the Singer |
didn't know, but she'd kept him on aleash for years. If anyone could control the situation, she could.

Before | knocked on the door of her hut, | took a deep breath. It wouldn't be fun to confess|'d
eavesdropped on her thoughts back earlier.

"Hello," | cdled. "Heena?"

"Comein..." Her voice sounded soft and uncertain. | opened the door Sowly.



She was done, sitting on the edge of the bed and looking at her hands. They dripped with
brown blood.

"Alex wasjust in here)" she said quietly. "He had one of those little animals, you know, the
parrots? Only it was dead. Crushed. Someone had stepped onit; | could see boot treads on its body.
The poor thing was al broken bones and blood, and Alex... he smeared it on my hands. Just wiped it
dl over..."

Her voicetrailed off.
| shuddered.
She looked up a me sharply. "Did you say something?'

"Clean the blood off," | said quickly, grabbing her by the elbow and moving her toward the sink.
Our camp was supposed to ration water, but | turned the hot tap on full and pushed her handsinto
the flow, keeping mysdlf clear of the splash. Stringy bits of parrot meat washed down the drain, and
the basin turned brown, with the blood rinsing off her fingers. Even so, her pams stayed discolored
with dark stains. | poured soap onto her hands and said, " Scrub. Scrub.”

"How can you be saying two things a once?' She made no effort to use the sogp. "You're
saying scrub but you're also afraid I'm going to hear..." Shelooked at my face, and her eyesfocused
on my mouth. "You aren't talking," shesaid in surprise.

| stared back at her for amoment, then turned off the water and quietly walked out of the hut. |
redlly couldn't say what | wasthinking or feding a that moment; but | was sure Helenaknew.

The parrot was no longer on the dressing table in my hut, but there was an ugly wet smear on the
floor. | could guess where the Singer found the parrot that he'd used on Helena. He must have come
back after taking me to Roland, then ground the poor beast under hishedl.

A nasty Way to kill the little animal.... but a safe one too. The Singer's boot protected him from
the brain-flash that stunned Roland when the other parrot died. Even the Singer must fear ingtant
s f-knowledge.

But why kill the parrot at all? And why wipe the blood on Helena? A prank? Or an attack?
Roland said the ondaught of voices made him want to commit suicide. Did the Singer want to drive
Helenamad too?

And what about the other people in the camp?

Out into the night again—I rushed across the compound toward the main hut. | found myself
trying to move quietly, hoping the Singer wouldn't hear me... asif the sound of my footsteps mattered
when my thoughts were howling with fear. Bright girl, Lyra; but it was still acomfort to be stedlthy.

The main hut waslit brightly and | could seein through the windows. Music till played, but not
"Orange Puppy"—something much softer, the volume so low | couldn't identify the tune from outside



the building.

The roadies had gathered in acircle to watch something in their midst, the way onlookers might
surround two people arm-wrestling at atable. A few nights ago I'd seen the same thing, when our
stage manager and my roommate Violette had challenged each other to adrinking contest: rum for
rum, gin for gin, beer for beer, then back to rum again. Wed al crowded around, cheering and
applauding. No one cheered tonight, but it was till comforting to see them together, up to their usua
antics, and | was eager to join them... until | recognized the music.

"Ghost of the Tattered Heart." Thetitle track.

| stopped cold, just outside the door. No roadie on the crew would ever admit to playing Alex's
music for pleasure. Cdl it roadie pride—playing the bosss music is sucking up. Unprofessional. Not
cool.

As| stood there, frozen with my hand stretched toward the door latch, every head in the hut
turned in my direction. All of them, like puppetsin ashow. Each had asmear of brown parrot blood
on theforehead.

The Singer stepped out from the middle of the group. He held up hishand and waved to me. A
teardrop of brown trickled down his palm and dripped off hiswri.

| ran.

| ran through the night, wondering if they would chase me. Ugly images danced through my
mind, al the roadies possessed by demonswho were exactly like the Singer, howling after mein
pursuit. "Lyra, you've been watching too many late-night broadcasts,”" | muttered, and kept running.

Intime | had to dow to ahard-breathing trot. No one was following me, not the roadies, not the
Singer. If the Singer wanted to blood me like the roadies, he didn't have to track mein the dark; he
could just wait for meto return to camp. 1'd go back eventuadly. | had no choice—Jerith's protein
synthesi zers made the only human-edible food on the planet.

And when | went back, the Singer would hear my thoughts coming.

Maybeit didn't matter, | tried to tell mysdlf. If | got smeared with blood and started to hear
people's thoughts, was that so bad?

Y es... when the thoughts belonged to the Singer. If hisvoice invaded my mind again, | truly
might kill myself to get away.

Passing through anarrow gully between two hills, | heard avoice cdl, "Lyra?'

| looked up to the hill on my left and saw Jerith. Sweet, unintimidating man. " Jerith!" | cried.
"Jerith!™ | scrambled up the hillsde and wrapped my arms around his neck. Awkwardly he put one



arm around me. The other was thrust deep into his pocket.

A moment later he took his hand out of the pocket and pushed me away. "Y ou know about the
parrots.”

"Don't worry," | said. "l was mad at you for awhile, but | got over it."
"Dontlietome.”

| took his hand and pushed it back into his pocket. Then | put my arms around his neck again,
gared him straight in the eye, and said, " Jerith, | amredlly, truly glad to see you. Okay?"'

Helooked away. "Y ou're annoyed | don't believe you. That'sdl | hear."

"Then your goddamned parrot is broken, Jerith! The stupid thing broadcasts atiny bit of
annoyance and completely ignorestherelief | fed..."

| stopped shouting, started thinking.
"Whoa, dow down," Jerith said. "Y our thoughts are dl jumbling together—"

| interrupted him. "After Roland collgpsed, Alex felt sorry for him, but Roland couldn't heer it.
And you can't hear how glad | am to see you. They don't broadcast good thoughts, Jerith! Little
irritations come through loud and clear, but not the positive stuff.”

"Lyra, that doesn't make sense,” hereplied, shaking his head. "It's hard enough to believe
parrots evolved the ability to broadcast thoughts. | mean, there's no evolutionary advantage to their
kind of telepathy, isthere? Caproche's animdl lifeis so primitive, other species scarcely have
thoughts. So don't ask me to make another legp of faith and believe parrot telepathy is selective.
Evolution is strained to the bresking point asitis.

"Then screw evolution,” | said. "Thelittle buggers didn't evolve. They were summoned from
hl."

"Comeon..."

"Dont dismiss me! Thethingsonly eat Slk, right? Silk isa weapon, Jerith, you said so yoursdlf.
Eating Silk islike dining on dynamite. If they were norma animdss, they'd eat grass or something.”

Jerith aghed. "Yes, it'sunusua they only eat dien plant matter. But that scarcely meansthey're
demons.”

"Okay, they'rediensthen,” | said. "They're diens brought in during the war, the sametime asthe
Silk. Cometo think of it, Alex and | found acarrying crate for them earlier in the evening. One side
for Sk, the other sdefor the parrots. A one-two punch: abiological wegpon and a psychologica
one"

"What do you mean, acarrying crate?"



| described the box Alex and | had found: one compartment lined with Silk dust, the other
littered with parrot bones. It was easy to imagine the box being parachuted in and crashing down
harder than expected, killing afew parrots, <SPLINK>ing alittle Silk, then getting buried later in
some artillery barrage. Who knew how many other boxes were till out there?

Of course Jerith wanted to see the box immediately, but after my flight from camp | wasn't sure
where| was now, let alone how to get back to where Alex had dug up the box. "Y ou can find it
eventualy,” | told Jerith. "If we get out of thiswith our brainsin one piece, I'll help you look."

"Youredly think werein danger?'

"Remember how | worried that some weapons from thewar might still be active? Well, they are.
The parrots.”

"Other races studied the debris of the war before humans got to Caproche,” Jerith pointed out.
"If parrots are weapons, why didn't the other survey teams notice?"

"Maybe telepathy has different wavelengths, | don't know. The other races didn't pick up
anything from the parrots, but humans just happen to match the wavelength of the original targets.”

"Maybe," Jerith admitted. "Telepathic races like the Laysens say they can read some species but
not others. Still, the ideathat parrots might be wesgpons..."

| grabbed hisarm and said, "Think about it. They're dl over the place, they're brightly colored,
they're happy to be picked up and kept in your pocket... | bet they even looked cute to whatever
species fought here. They were bioengineered to attract attention and be adopted as pets. So the
troops picked them up, and suddenly they could hear what their fellow soldierswere thinking: dl the
angry stuff, dl the bland stuff, but nothing good. Can you imagine what that would do to morde?!

Sowly, Jerith nodded. "If they heard dl the bad Stuff... the anger without the friendship, the lust
without the affection... in aday or two, the soldierswould forget the enemy and start shooting each
other."

"Damned right they would,” | said.

With athoughtful expression on hisface, Jerith pulled his hand from his pocket. For dmost a
minute he stared off into the darkness. Finally he turned back to me. "Want to coauthor a paper?”

"l want tolivetoaripeold age,” | said.
"Why wouldn't you?'

| gave him aquick summary of what had happened back in the camp... no, to be hones, |
sarted aquick summary, aquick clinical summary, but somehow it got avay from me. The stress, the
terror, everything began blubbering out in haf-sentences and tears, until he was holding mein that
gingerly awkward way men have when they don't know whét to do, while | was apologizing for
getting emotiona and wishing heweretdler so | could bury my facein hisshirt. "I shouldn't be
crying,” | said over and over again. "Thisisredly stupid." And watching mysdlf, angry with mysdf, |
darted crying again.



Intime, the force of my outburst drained away. | pulled out of hisarms, turned my back on him,
and desperately wished for something to wipe my nose. Jerith offered me a handkerchief. | whirled to
face him, expecting to see hishand in his pocket, using the parrot to read my thoughts; but no, he was
just volunteering the handkerchief because | needed it. | smiled with chagrin, then turned avay again
to give my nose agood blow.

"Sounds to melike the Singer isjust being ashit,” Jerith said to my back. Maybe he wastrying
to comfort me, maybe he was only talking to avoid an embarrassing silence. "This'comeinto my
realm’ Stuff," Jerith went on, "that's pure stage show. Popular music often dresses up in demon
clothes. I mean, Paganini in the 1800s, he encouraged the public to think he'd sold his soul to the
devil. And farther back, in dmost every shamanidtic tradition, music was associated with
otherworldly—"

"Jerith?'

"What?

"Stop being an archaeologis.”

"Sorry." Hewas quiet for five seconds at most, then hurtled on. "My point is, you talk about the
Singer asif he's some maevolent supernatura force. Asif hesgot some snister magter plan. | think

you're overdramatizing. This stuff back at the camp... toying with peopleisjust what the Singer
always does. That's hisact, isn't it, when he's onstage. He spooks people. He gets under your skin."

| had to admit Jerith wasright.

"So what he's doing with the parrotsis more of the same," Jerith went on. " Smearing people with
blood... it'sal theatrics. Harassing people, making them swest."

"If the effects of the blood are permanent—"

"I'm not denying he's dangerous,” Jerith interrupted. "I don't want him smearing blood on me; |
don't want to hear everyone being hateful for the rest of my life. I'm just saying he's not some demonic
evil—the Singer isan ordinary punk getting hiskicks by making amess. A petty vandd, nothing
more."

My only reply was ashrug. If Jerith wanted to believe the Singer was an ordinary punk, |
wouldn't waste breath arguing. | knew better. Nothing about the Singer was ordinary.

"Theimmediate question,” | said, "iswhat do we do now?"

" Sooner or later, we have to go back to camp,” Jerith replied. ™Y ou knew that, right? But we
canwait till morning if you like. It'snot raining, and it won't get too cold; spending the night outside
wont kill us

Thelonger | went without facing the Singer, the happier I'd be. And sunlight would give me
courage... alittle bit, anyway. "All right,” | told Jerith. "A night in the great outdoors, huddled together
for warmth. But | doubt if I'll get much deep.”



Helooked a me, obvioudy trying to figure out if | had intended any sexud overtones. | liked
that look of uncertainty. It was refreshing that someone didn't know exactly what was on my mind.

Sleep. Not comfortable deep—the patch of grass Jerith led me to wasn't as soft as
advertised—but | did deep, deeply and with ugly dreams.

The dreams were broken by avoice: "Are you awake? Are you awake?' whispered over and
over again, until 1 surfaced from confusion and opened my eyes. | closed them againimmediatdly,
gppalled by the brightness around me. Even with the light red-filtered through my eydids, it was bright
enough to be painful. | tried to scrunch my eyes shut moretightly.

"| takeit the damned sun hasrisen,” | growled. "Top of the morning to you, Jerith, but if you
don't want a punch in the nose, you'll et me go back to deep.”

"Ah, milady," whispered avoicein my ear, "yond light is not daylight; | know it, I. It issome
meteor that the sun exhaes to be to thee this night atorchbearer and light thee on thy way to... well,
|et thy destination remain unspoken.”

Chilled, | opened my eyes again. The Singer wasthere, knedling beside me. "A passage from
Romeo and Juliet,” hesaid. "Their last scene together. Or more precisely, the last scene with both of
themdive" Heamiled.

The sky above his head was il black, flecked with stars. Off to one Side, severa anti-grav
platformsfloated in the air, holding the huge beam-lamps we had brought for recording at night. The
lightsdl amed a me, asif | were asurgery patient on an operating table.

| jerked up to asitting position and looked around for Jerith. He was gone. The grass he'd dept
on gl showed theimprint of hisbody.

"What did you do with him?" | asked.

"l anointed him,” the Singer said, "rather forcibly. Specificaly, | tucked a pretty little parrot under
his hand while he dept, then crushed hand and parrot under my hedl. The pain woke him briefly, but
with thelovely jJumble of thoughtsthat rose in hismind asthe parrot died... ah, well, he passed out
again. | kindly instructed one of Jerith'srobotsto carry hisbody back to camp. Very cooperative
machines, those robots."

Another robot picked its way through the grass toward us, the blue lights from its eyes sweeping
the ground for safe placesto plant itsfeet. "Grab thisman!™ | shouted to the bot. "He wantsto hurt
I,T.ell

The bot's attention remained fixed on the ground.

"Alas, milady," said the Singer, "some petty vandal damaged its direct audio input with alaser
drill. Now it can only respond to radio ingtructions.” He drew atiny radio transmitter from his pocket
and spokeinto it. "Please carry the lovely Lyrato that bunker over there." Hisfinger pointed to a
squat concrete building set into anearby hill. Turning back to me, he said, "Worry not, milady. This



meachineis programmed for trangporting archaeological artifacts, so it will bear you quite gently ...
unlessyou forceit to exert its strength.”

| didn't havetimeto get away. Before | could twitch amuscle, the bot had snared my ankle with
one of its stedl cable tentacles. | tried one desperate yank with my leg, hoping to catch it off balance
and toppleit forward to the grass; but the bot was firmly planted and far too heavy for meto
didodge. Petiently, it stretched out more tentaclesand | couldn't avoid them all. In amatter of
seconds, | waswell and truly webbed in.

"A pity we had no taperalling,” the Singer said, gazing down on my trussed-up body. ™Y our
struggles would have made good footage.”

"Footage for what?'

"A song well berecording in just afew minutes. A balad named "Parrot Blood Baptism.” And
you haveagarring role."

| assume he wanted to scare me; but | was lying wrapped in stedl cable, with arobot whirring
above me asit calculated how to heave me about like a sack of potatoes, and suddenly my fear
hardened into anger. | met the Singer's stare and asked, "What kind of mel odramatic bullshit are you

trying to pull ?'

His eyes narrowed. He lifted the radio transmitter and told the robot, "Please hold for a
moment." The robot whirred as the Singer turned back to me.

"Weé're going to record asong,” he said. "Just you and |, milady. I'm afraid our colleagues back
at camp are indisposed—it seemsthey took poorly to telepathy. Fights broke out, a number of
people locked themsalvesin their huts, others were grabbed by robots... sufficeit to say, no oneisin
any condition to help us or disturb us."

"What are we going to record?" | asked.

"A song, milady, areal song. | cannot tell you how tired I've grown of the juvenile pap that
passes for music these days. All the world adores my abum... but what isthat abum but shallow
artifice? Fog from machines. Women screaming on cue. | am reduced to a puppet, prancing amidst
hackneyed symbolism, to portray adangerous man. A sanitized danger. A packaged little danger to
delight complacent adolescents who fancy themselves rebels.

"Well... not tonight, milady. Tonight we shal have no specid effects or sunt doubles. Tonight the
script cdlsfor unflinching redlity.”

| snorted in derision. " So you're going to baptize me with parrot blood? Y eah, sure, that'sa
brilliant departure from hackneyed symbolism. | haven't seen ablood baptism since... oh, that one
Lew Jackell did on'Bad Night for aBurning.' And the Black Sabbath sequence from the latest album
by Chocolate Oracle. And Oiled Hest did ablood baptism too, if | recall correctly, in that terrible
little number they recorded on those mud flats... what was its name? 'Sweet Soulless Machineg?"

The Singer put asingle finger under my chin and pressed it sharply into the softness of my throat.
"Milady," he said, "remember that | can hear your thoughts. Y ou are smply trying to make me angry.”



"I'm trying to tell you, you're not as smart asyou think you are," | replied. "Alex only trots you
out for concerts and recording sessions; you can't know dick about theindustry at large or how things
really come together. Y ou've never been to arehearsal or asound check... and asfor creating songs,
you do nothing. Roland writes the tunes and lyrics, Hdenastoryboards the visuals, Alex walks
throughit al and helpsrefine thingstill they click. Oh, sure, when the tape sartsrolling you're the
spark that adds the magic, there's no question you're the spark... but a spark isn't worth squat if
someone doesn't chop the firewood first. And now you're going to show us how to cut a real song?1
can't wait to seeit.”

Half my outburst was genuine anger, haf wastrying to pierce him, deflate him any way | could.
But he smply removed hisfinger from my chin and patted my cheek gently. "Through long afternoons
in Roland's basement, while Alex lay on the couch and read comic books, | listened to Roland poke
at hispiano and | learned how songs were born. Late nightsin hotel rooms, as Helenamuttered to
hersdf about cameraangles and lighting effects, Alex may have dept but | didn't. And at rehearsals,
who kept Alex working when he was bored and hated the thought of one more run-through? Who's
held him together dl these years? Who grew up while Alex stayed achild?

"When Alex and | were young, milady, we were two soulsin one body. Ah"—he smiled
thinly—"your mind says, 'Split persondity.' A number of psych-techs reached the same conclusion
many years ago and sdivated at the chance to handle such an exotic condition. They plied uswith
drugs, hypnotherapy, symlinks, and eventualy announced Alex cured. Asif | were an appendix they
could casudly snip off. Their efforts only drove meinto hiding, down to the depths of our shared
unconscious, and | grew up there, wary and dy.

"Let metdl you," hewent on, "Alex does not ‘trot me out.' | come when I'm needed. The hero
ariving inthe nick of time. | believe Roland told you about that night at Juicy's? Alex playing thefool
to impress Helena, angering the rest of the audience... until suddenly he redized he wasin desperate
trouble, that people could actualy hate him enough to hurt him. It's hard to say which frightened him
more, the physical threat or the hatred. Alex had never been hated before. He fell to pieces... and |
cameto the rescue. Helena had nothing to do with my emergence, you understand? Nothing. Alex got
into a scrape he couldn't handle and my presence was required.

"The same thing happened earlier tonight, when the blood on his hands assailed him with strange
unsettling voices; Alex retreated in confusion, and lo, | wasthere. I'm aways backstage, milady,
waiting in thewings. Biding my timefor the show.

"And now it'sshowtime again.”

He hdld the radio transmitter to hislips and murmured, "Resume. Take her to the bunker.”
Immediately the robot hoisted me off the ground... not roughly, but it clearly hadn't been programmed
to maintain awoman's dignity. Itsgripping arms didn't care where they gripped, and it hedld meon a
dight downward angle—I could fed my blood draining into my head. When it started to walk, each
step was pring-loaded: not jarring, but abig upward movement, then a sudden dip down asthe bot
shifted its weight to the next leg. Up, down, up, down, very smoothly, and if I'd been an archeologica
artifact, | wouldn't have felt jostled abit. Being human, however, | got seasick after the firgt three

sieps.

The Singer walked beside the bot for afew moments, watching me surge up and down with the
bot's motion. Then he tossed something light onto my pinioned body. "That is your costumefor the



song," he said. "Please do me the honor of donning the outfit when you reach the bunker.”

| craned my neck to get a better look at the clothes. Scanty and gossamer, of course. "Are you
goingtotel mewhat | dointhissong?' | asked.

He shook hishead. "I prefer it to be asurprise.”
"No rehearsd, no direction, a brand-new song and | don't know the words or the tune...”

He caressed my hair with hislong, cold fingers. ™Y ou'll be superb, milady. | have faith in your
professondism.”

The bunker smelled of mildew and cement; itsonly illumination was agun dit that let in astrip of
light from the beam-lamps outsde. The robot lowered me carefully to the floor, withdrew the cable
tentacles wrapped around me, and took up a position blocking the exit.

Quessily, | got to my feet. "Let meleave,” | ordered the bot, and stepped toward the door. It
couldn't hurt me, could it? Robots are programmed not to injure humans. But the moment | moved,
the bot spread its cableswide, closing off the doorway like a spiderweb, with abig bot spider in the
middle. | wasted aminute trying to pry free enough cablesto give me room to escape; but stedl is
stronger than fingernails, and at last | gave up. | wasn't getting through that door till the Singer ordered
the bot to let me ouit.

Sighing, | turned away and looked over the rest of the bunker'sinterior. It would cheer me no
end to discover some functional weapon |eft from the war, asnarerifle, ajdly pistol, or whatever
dien armament once fired through the gun dit; but the bunker had been emptied as meticuloudy asthe
rest of the planet. All I could make out in the shadows were cobwebs, dirt, and weeds sprouting from
cracksin the concrete.

| began to pace, idly fingering the flimsy costume | was supposed to put on. One strong pulll
could rip the fabric to swatches, but that wouldn't hel p—the Singer would just drag me out naked.
Angry at the thought, | gave thewall agood solid kick.

<SPLINK>

"That damned Silk sure getsaround,” | grumbled. But if it redly was abiologica wesgpon, |
shouldn't be surprised it could take root in enemy strongholds. During the day, enough light would
come through the bunker's doorway for the Silk to keep growing.

| tapped thewall with my foot.

<SPLINK>

<SPLINK>

<SPLINK>



Tiny feet scuttled across the floor toward the sound.

"Hdlo," | said. "Rotten little beagts."

A few minutes later, | was dressed in sheer see-through and making fina adjustments on the
sash about my waist. The sash wasn't part of the origind costume—I'd made it from folding and
twisting the blouse I'd been wearing—but | needed the sash to hide my hitchhikers: two parrots that
had come scurrying a the sound of popping Silk. I'd dung them at my hipslike sx-guns, tucked under
the sash and deeping placidly after afull med. Their smal bodies pressed lightly against me, justinsgde
the ridges of my pelvis, on ether sde of theflat of my stomach. Even under the bright beam-lamps
outside, they'd be completely hidden.

The parrots weren't touching my skin—uwith stockings wrapped around my hands, I'd picked up
the parrots and nestled them between my costume and the outer sash. It was hard to resist touching
thelittle beasts just once, just the brush of afinger to hear if other minds were nearby. But now was
not the time for pointless voyeurism; | had adifferent plan.

Once before I'd tried to close my mind to the Singer, trying to drown out al thought with the
Trash and Thrash song. It didn't work. Asthe Singer said, he lived in songs, especialy songs that
were hard-edged and troubled... not to mention that the parrots were designed to broadcast trouble
loud and clear. To hide, | had to lose mysalf in gentleness, restrict my thoughtsto the kind of caring
and concern where the parrots were mute.

| hadtofdl inlove.

Concentrate on Alex: hisface, hissmile. I'd made love with him on the hill, clumsly, tenderly.
No, to be honest it wasn't making love, it wasjust running away from my fear of the Singer, and the
jangle of emotions aroused by using the parrots; but it could turninto love, couldn't it? Alex, beautiful,
gentle child. In need of protection from himsdf and theworld. Alex, who had tearsin hiseyesashe
held unconscious Roland's hand. And Alex, coming to me in my own hut, sumbling over hiswords as
he talked about his concern for Roland... if that really was Alex, and not just the Singer pretending to
be Alex. No, it was Alex, it was Alex, even if he wasfeding the Singer creep up indde hismind asthe
parrot blood took effect. It was appdling to imaginethat: Alex hearing anicy other voice lurking
beneath the surface of histhoughts, a second persondity dowly gripping...

Damn. Concentrate, Lyra

Deep breath. Fdling in love with Alex. Who was kind and eager and vulnerable. A handsome
prince held prisoner by hisevil twin and now desperately yearning for aloving mingrel-girl to save
him.

Alex'samile. Hiseyes. Hisneed.



Whenit flows, it flows.

The lights bake the stage, the beat is driving hard, the music stabs you like agrimy finger. Y our
heart pounds, and if you don't kissthe first face you see, you'l grab the throat and squeeze. Y ou fed
hot style. Y ou want to put on a show.

Andif yourein love, theflow iscreamy juicy lightning.
The music starts and you're on. Cue the backup singer. Showtime.

THUNK THUNK THUNK-AH THUNK. THUNK THUNK THUNK-AH THUNK... a
heavy tenor drum, ssomped full force, began pounding the night outside the bunker. | recognized the
beat astheintro for "Moth Metamorphism,” acut that we'd scheduled to record later in the week. |
should have known. All on hisown, the Singer couldn't lay down instrumentd tracks; for hisnew
song, he must have written new lyricsto existing music.

The flow ingde me clicked anotch higher. | knew this music, knew the through-line, the
harmonies. | could kick the hell out of it.

Whenit flows, it flows.

The robot in the doorway began to whir, receiving radio ordersfrom the Singer. | didn't resst as
it wrapped atentacle around my wrist and led me from the bunker; the bot could barely keep up with
me as | strode out into the night, up to the plateau where the beam-lamps shone. A second bot
gppeared, carrying amicrophone. | grabbed the mike, no time to wait, the music still booming. One
dap to stick on the throat patch, a second dap for the battery pack, check the adhesive on both, and
then | was surging forward, into the hest of the lights.

| stepped onto a green expanse of meadow, showing only one sign of the war: aglistening patch
where the soil had been seared to black glass by some energy weagpon. In the middle of the glassy
surface stood a stone dtar, aprop made for the recording of "Dead Man's Prayer”; and just back
from the dtar lurked the fog machine, hooked up with an extra hopper of dry ice.

Themist would redly roll tonight.

All right, al right, keep going. The Singer wasn't here, but keep going. Set up for a sprawl-shot
onthedtar. What else could the Singer want? | did up on top, sprawling, waiting, shaking, THUNK
THUNK THUNK-AH THUNK.

And Alex appeared.

He came over arise, just asilhouette, sharply backlit with sprays of yellow sparks—nothing
more than ablack outline againgt afountain of fire, but | knew it was Alex. The Singer moved more
gracefully, moreintentionaly, like he wastrying to prove apoint; Alex just moved. | lifted mysdf
higher, hands and knees, truly believing | could smmer Alex's blood just by staring.

THUNK THUNK THUNK-AH THUNK.

Alex picked hisway down to the plateau, trying to hurry but dowed by clumps of weeds on the



hillside. Once he lifted his head and maybe he called to me, but the drumbeat drowned that out.
THUNK THUNK THUNK-AH THUNK.

Now Alex hurried into the light of the beam-lamps. His shirt was buttoned and he was shouting,
"Get out of here, Lyral Get out!"

| smply shook my head.

"l pushed him down for aminute," Alex said as he ran to me, panting. "He'd been outside for a
long time, hewastired. But helll be back, hewill, and you can't..." Alex held out his hands, showing
the brown bloodstains. "Thiswill drive you crazy, it redly will. The noise gets so loud, it deafensyou.
Andit'sal so angry. | never knew people were so angry. Back at camp it was like a chain reaction,
alittle hodtility, people getting angry in return, then everyone going furious... in five minutes, they were
honestly trying to kill each other. And him, the Singer—he wasin the middle of it, egging them on..."

| took Alex's hand. The blood on his skin was dry, textured like satin. "It will bedl right,” | said.
"Don't worry, it will bedl right."

"It won't, it won't. He lovesthe anger, he thrivesoniit, but it'll rip you apart. Hewantsto seeiit
rip you gpart. He wants to see you snarl like an animal.”

"Alex," | said again, threading my fingersthrough his, "it will bedl right." | squeezed hishand
tightly, wanting to squeeze my strength into him.

"You dont..." He pulled hishand from my grip and pressed it against hisforehead. "Y ou
arent..." His head snapped down, then up again, and he roared, "Where are you, milady?'

The Singer emerged in gentle Alex'sface likeice crystdlizing in weter. His eyes narrowed; his
mouth grew hard. "Damn thefool!" he screamed, and with both hands, he grabbed the collar of his
shirt and ripped downward, tearing fabric and scattering buttons onto the ground. Gasping, he lunged
forward to support himsdlf unsteadily on the dtar. "He caught me by surprise. What has he done with

milady? Miladly! Milady!"

The man was saring straight at me, blind to my presence. All the rehearsa 1'd done before,
trying to make mysdlf love Alex—that was pure nonsense, just priming mysdlf to put on agood show.
But in the moment of trangition, when smple well-meaning Alex was crushed away by the Singer's
rage, something sparked in my heart and made the lovered. Thelove didn't fed like Romeo and
Juliet or Trash and Thrash. It probably wasn't woman/man love... mother/son maybe, or big
sigter/kid brother. So what? My heart and brain filled with compassion, and to the Singer, | was
invigble

| rocked back onto my knees and thrust both handsinto my sash. Two parrots, the last
weapons to be drawn in Caproche'slong war. As| touched them, the blare of the Singer's thoughts
struck my brain like thunder, hate mixed with fear mixed with anger; but | was moving and mere noise
couldn't top me.

At thelast ingtant, the Singer's head jerked up and his eyes met mine.



With dl my strength, | clapped the parrots againgt histemples, dam, both sides of hishead. The
parrots burst in my hands like rupturing bags of blood, gushing acrossthe Singer'sfacein brown
spatters. For asplit second, | could hear the echoes of fragmented thoughts outside me: the roadies,
Helena, Roland, screeching far away. Then ajagged ripping sound split insde my head and my brain
shattered.

Two parrots had died in my bare hands.

Imaginerdiving your life through ablack filter.

Y ou get to remember that firgt kiss: two hours of standing in front of the house on a cold winter
night as your boyfriend worked up the courage to go through with it. Y ou can remember how you
shifted back and forth from one leg to the other, shivering because you were only wearing ashort skirt
and stockings, and you can remember how many times you amost gave up hope, how you hated him
for being so stupid, how you hated yoursdlf for being too scared to grab him and kiss him before you
died of frogthite. But do you remember the eation when it findly happened? Do you remember how
you lay awake for hours with ahuge smile on your face, as you counted the ways your life had
changed? No—your memory istoo busy skipping ahead eight months, when suddenly you and your
boyfriend can't agree on anything, you know he makes up excusesto avoid seeing you, and when the
two of you do get together it's only because you're hooked on those hour-long petting sessonson
that couch in your basement. Y ou get clean, clear memories of al the people you hated or feared, but
the people you loved? Only the times they annoyed you.

Imagine rdiving your life through ablack filter.
Then imagine doing the same thing with two men watching.

One of the menisalunatic. The other is S0 innocent you can't bear him to see your life, the many
petty ugly thingsyou've done.

But that's not the end. Imagine reliving someone dsgslifewhile you're rdiving yours. A lifewith
two strands, lunacy and naiveté. Oh, yes, relive a childhood so tormented that your persondity
crumblesto fragments, then adozen harsh psychological trestmentsintended to hedl you, then the
blood-red fury of the Singer suppressed but not extinguished. Every memory from infancy to
adulthood seen through two sets of eyesthat never agree, every tenderness seen as weakness, every
love dismissed asinfatuation.

Rdiving everything through ablack filter.

Imagine doing al that in thetime it takes a parrot to die.

My eyes met the Singer's at the moment | smashed the parrots against his head. We shared the
parrots deaths. We shared our own lives.

Then white noise. Static. The Singer screeched and reded blindly away from me, staggering



backward toward the fog machine. He collided with the nozzle and grabbed at it, seizing it with both
hands. Maybe he was just catching his balance, maybe he was trying to break something, | don't
know; but he gave another scream and wrenched the nozzle loose from the machine, setting freea
bloom of fog that had built up insde. Berserk, he began to smash the broken nozzle down on the
meachine, over and over, howling al thewhile.

The Singer wrapped in fog—agaunt slhouette in the night, backlit by beam-lamps. THUNK
THUNK THUNK-AH THUNK.

Then the noise changed, the sound of his howls. | had parrot blood on my hands and maybe the
sound | heard was only in my mind, but the explosive fury was overlaid with louder moans of pain: not
from the Singer, but from Alex.

All thistime | hadn't moved. My head was svimming, and like Roland after the parrot died in his
hands, | was on the verge of passing out. But when | heard Alex's cries, hispain and terror, | forced
back the edge of my dizzinessand clumsily crawled off the dtar. Fog was billowing everywhere,
spreading fluidly over the grass. | staggered into it, the cold, dusty-smelling CO, fog, trying to stay on
my feet long enough to reach Alex.

| found him in the heart of the fog bank, sprawled across something my muddled mind didn't
recognize at firs—abox, some kind of open box, like the one Alex and | had found on the hill. But as
| sumbled closer, | saw it was the hopper for the fog machine, itslid smashed off in the Singer'srage.
Steam boiled off the dry iceinside, curling and churning around Alex's prone body. Helay flat across
the exposed ice, hisbare chest pressed againgt it.

He screamed astheintense cold burned him likefire.

| grabbed his ankles and pulled weekly, trying to drag him off theice pile. He didn't budge; |
wondered if held actually frozen in place, like flesh bonding to sticky-cold metal. Then hislegs kicked
feebly out of my grip and | heard the voice of the Singer in my mind. "No, milady. | have sought the
cold and found it. Cold, true cold, bright cold."

Alex howled.

"You'rekilling yoursdf," | shouted to the Singer. "Y ou can't survivein there. God only knows
what it's doing to your heart."

The Singer just laughed.

"Lyra?" Alex whispered. A red voice, forced through hislips by lungsthat could scarcely
bresthe.

"Yes, it'sme." | fumbled around to the other side of the hopper, only managing to stay on my
feet by clinging to the edge of the bin. "Yes, Alex, I'm here."

His hand moved dightly, but his palm seemed stuck to theice. | could fed him stedling himsdlf,
Alex'svoicein my mind muttering, Do it, do it. Then he heaved the hand upward, ripping off most of
the skin as hefreed it from theicesgrip. Bleeding, hehdd it out to me. "Lyra"



| took his hand, holding it high above theice. My fingers till dripped with parrot blood; Alex's
blood mingled withit, in the fog and the cold.

The Singer's thoughts crooned with the cold, but | could hear nothing from Alex. Whatever went
through his mind was too gentle for parrot blood to transmit.

"Alex," | said. Then afresh surge of dizzinesswashed over meand | sank into its blackness.

| woke groggily, roused by burning pain. When | had fainted, my arms dumped acrossthe dry
ice, dill holding Alex'shand.

Hishand was as cold astheice. Fog filled the hopper and dribbled out over the Sides.

| looked down a my hands, till lying against theice. Their skin was white and puckered, and
they didn't ache much; the serious pain was higher up, near my elbows. | knew that was a bad
Sign—so much nerve damagein my hands, | couldn't fed how badly | was hurt.

That was when | redized the night was sllent—no sound of thoughts. Not Alex's, not the
Singer's, not mine. Parrot blood glistened on my fingers, parrot blood crystallized to ice; but my hands
weretoo injured for the blood to work.

Pulling my hands off theice | eft strips of skin behind. | scarcdly felt it. For amoment, |
considered pulling Alex's body out of the hopper, but | couldn't move my fingers. | couldn't grab him,
I couldn't hold him; and it wouldn't make adifferenceif | could. It wasfar too late for anything to
make adifference.

| took onelast look at him lying there, burned and blue, silent on abed of fog. Then | began
plodding back to camp.

My handswill never move again. Jerith's medi-bot works on them daily to Stave off gangrene,
but repair is out of the question; that hasto wait till | get to a populated planet. The bot saysagood
med center might be able to cut off my arms at the elbows and put mein atank till they grow back.

No one knows what to do with the othersin our party, still marked by parrot blood. A week
has passed, and the telepathy shows no signs of wearing off. One of the roadiestried to cut away his
bloodstained skin with aknife, but he passed out before finishing the job. Now the medi-bot keeps
him under sedation.

Sedatives are handed out fregly these days—the bot can synthesize enough to keep everyone
subdued until the rescue ship arrives. The ship is scheduled to land an hour after sunset tonight, and
the Planet Protection Agency has agood record for punctuality.

They've reclassified Caproche as TPI: Total Permanent Interdiction. Jerith will have to start
over, another dig, another planet. He says he doesn't mind.



Jerith spends afew minutes with me every day... but with blood on his handslike everyone else,
he mostly stays out in the wilds—along way out, where he can't hear anyone el s&'s thoughts.

| stay in camp, close to the medi-bot. It watches me and feeds me.

From timeto time | catch sight of parrots, bright green and crimson, waddling acrossthe dirt of
the camp compound. | like to stroke their noses with my bandaged hands. When | do, the medi-bot
stands beside me and whirsin disapproval.

It's decided the parrots are dangerous.

A Changeable Market in Slaves

Inthefirst day of the Month of the Quill, Slavemonger T'Prin finaly admitted to himsdf hewas
bankrupt.

Onthefirgt day of the Month of the Quill, Savemonger T'Prin finally admitted to herself shewas
bankrupt.

Onthefirgt day of the Festival of Gaactic Harmony, Slavemonger T'Prin findly admitted to
himsdf that the Avatar of Financia Abundance had not accepted his sacrifice.

On thefirst day of the Month of Joyous Struggle, Mother Machine awoke Slavemonger T'Prin
with the cheery message, "Good morning, Citizen. In order to serve you better, your credit chip has
been reduced to scrap plagtic.”

Onthefirst day of the Month of Desolation, Slavemonger T'Prin found no cup of blood by the
coffin when he rose at sunset. The servants were dead, the chapel had been desecrated, and his
possessi ons were gone, down to the last gold candlestick.

On the day after the orcs had been driven acrosstheriver for another winter, Slavemonger
T'Prin discovered the contents of his storehouse had gone with them.

On the day after hisrevivification, Savemonger T'Prin wasinformed by an embarrassed
Integration Counsdor that he had been reclassified as Financially Bereft, Category 111 (Organ Donor).



Onthethird day of Ragnarok, Savemonger T'Prin finaly admitted to himself that businesswould
not improve.

On the day after Judgment, Lucifer informed Slavemonger T'Prin of auniversd truth: you redly
can't takeit with you.

On the day after hisreincarnation, Savemonger T'Prin redized money is useless to those without
opposable thumbs.

It wasthefirst day of the Month of the Quill, acold gray day with the wind blowing down from
the hillslike a banshee looking for fun, aday when the whores on Galadriel Boulevard were lowering
their pricesto get indoors faster and the thieves from Rudyard Alley stole glovesingtead of gold; the
sort of day when you long to be insde with someone who'll say she loves you and maybe for awhile
you'll even let yoursdf believe it because you want to think there's such athing in the world as
warmth. Not the sort of day for dtting in your office and going over bank statements again and again,
looking for anything that will tdl youit'sal amistake, that the money isn't redly gone like awoman
who's decided she needstimeto find herself.

My names T'Prin. | sell daves.

He awoke, remembering nothing. They told him his name was T'Prin, that hed been a
davemonger, that he was now bankrupt. They thought he'd want to know what date it was and kept

repeating it to him.

Hed never heard of the Month of the Quill—he knew the months by other names. But held call
it Quill if they did. Hed play aong with everything they said until he found out who hewasthistime
and what the hell they'd doneto hiseyes.

"l say, fellows,” said Waddams after the sherry had been poured and the esteermed members of
the Zambezi Club were settled into their accustomed postprandia positions, "did you hear about old

TPrinzy?'

Savemonger T'Prin thought hisworst problem was impending bankruptcy. Had he but known of
the gibbering horror that was even now dithering from the well behind hisisolated country home, had
he caught the merest glimpse of itsfetid claws dripping with noisomeichor or its thousands of facia



tentacles blagphemoudy quivering with sublimina phalic intent, had he suspected for asingle moment
that before the night was through he would come face-to-face with the malevolent forces that wait in a
place beyond darkness for the call that will summon them into our blindly unsuspecting world...
perhaps the demands of his creditors would have occupied less of hismind.

As she drove aong the yew-lined driveway toward the imposing Jacobean manor where she
wasto serve as governess to the T'Prin offspring, Harmony Bellancourt thought back to the unsettling
interview where she met the broodingly handsome master of the house and said to herself, "I suppose
it doesn't matter that he's a notorious davemonger, aslong as he pays me."

Month of the Quill. Day one. Savesrestive. Hungry. Told them | was bankrupt. They thought |
waslying.

Those mutieswill haveto learn to beieve me.

Slavemonger T'Prin came onstage wearing his trademark leather and leopard skins and
immediately broke into his hit sngle "Month of the Quill." The throbbing beat reached into the
audience like agrimy fist, grabbed every blood-mest heart, and squeezed with agrip that tore away
candy-assed restraints. It was a sonic drug, an injection of Primo Primeval that mixed with the other
chemicalsin the mob's bloodstream to make a groin-grinding stew. Maybe the preachers were right
when they said T'Prin was moraly bankrupt; but bankrupt boys could till kick ass and the preachers
shouldn't forget it. When Slavemonger played, the audience demanded to be daves; and they were,
by God, they were.

How many times had T'Prin waked down this narrow lane? How many times had he dunk
away, from the law courts, avoiding the high street for fear of meeting someone he knew, someone
who would ask about the proceedings againgt him? How many times had he come thisway with his
head redling, wondering whét tricks he could use when the bailiffs served him with another summons?
Yetinadl thosetimes, hed never before noticed the little shop tucked between the out-of-business
bakery and the run-down travel agency: alittle shop with itswindow caked in dirt and adoor sign
reading EXOTIC CURIOS.

Intheland of Ithlandril, a the confluence of the rivers Udalanar and Surandimir, not far from the
Pains of Occlanoue where Garth One-Finger fought the Battle of Kennings Mill against Maevon
Darkstrider and the forces of Hnurn, aday's march from the Jhalawel Forest so famousfor
Baullahnut berries and the nomadic Quinquope horses, there was avillage named FeHuulin's Rest,
not named after FeHuulin the Gray, as you might expect, but after his son by the beauteous
Ellandewallinir, FeéHuulin dEllandewallinir, sometimes caled FeHuulin Valamarn or more smply
FeHuulin of the Seven Dancing Servants of R'ynnhwn; and though the village had the reputation



throughout the length and breadth of Adragharzh asa place of wedlth and prosperity, second only to
the cities of the Diacrectic League in the Archipelago Ides of Dragon Longing, it happened that a
certain davemonger named T'Prin, on thefirst day of the Month of the Quill (or morefully,
Quillaamer'xhanderzjee), discovered that, though filled with rue, he must file awrit of surrendered
suzerainty before the Judges of UIm.

One ducat and eighty-seven pence. That was al. And sixty pence of it wasin coppers. Coppers
saved one and two at atime by haggling with the mestmonger and the wine merchant and the temple
progtitutes until one's cheeks burned with the sillent imputation of parsimony that such close dedling
implied. Threetimes T'Prin counted it. One ducat and eighty-seven pence. And the next day wasthe
daveauction.

Listen. T'Prin was adavemonger in the last days of daves, when everybody owned them and
made excuses. Owners said they couldn't just free the daves because they were like children in adult
bodies, too naive to get dong in theworld. And it wasn't agood time to start paying them as hired
hands, because crop priceswere down. And davesred ly were happier with someone elsetaking all
the respongibilities.

T'Prin was adavemonger in the last days of daves, when shipping embargoes by emancipated
countries reduced incoming supplies, when local dave ownersfet guilty about buying new daves,
when the market fell through. He had been an honest businessman in atrade that people once said
was necessary. He kept his stock healthy and aways gave customers good val ue.

Still, through no fault of hisown, he found he was bankrupt. And he had no ideawhat to tell his
family.

A man stsbesideapond. Itisnight. The sky isfull of stars, but he does not see them.

He throws pebblesinto the water one by one. Each one gives a blooping splash, and rippling
circlesglide outward from the point of impact. When theripples have died down enough that he
cannot see them in the starlight, he throws another pebble.

Hisnameis T'Prin. This afternoon, creditors cameto his dirty shop on the edge of town and told
him to get out. They had awritten order from the Tribund. They refused to let him remove asingle
thing from the premises, not even hisfather's smdl library of books.

He had hated hisjob. He had hated treating people like animals. But as hisfather lay dying, the
old man made T'Prin swear to keep the business going. It wasthe only thing hisfather had to leave
theworld. Hismark. Hislegacy. T'Prin couldn't find the courage to say what a shabby little legacy it
was, S0 he made the oath his father demanded.

Tonight the businessis gone, the oath broken. A friend told T'Prin he should be glad to get out
of that squalid place. And so he should be.



He throws another pebble. It disappears beneath the water. Its ripples disappear dowly. The
surface of the pond becomes clear asif the pebble had never been thrown.

T'Prin throws another pebble.

"Mistah T'Prin—he broke."

Reaper

| could tell this Call would be atraffic fatdity. It was aFriday evening in early March, the
pavement was icy, and the sun was low on the horizon, at the precise spot to strike drivers eyes as
cars came around the curve. My compass pointed to that curve and my hourglass was amost empty.

A dozen of my fellow Respers were dready there—we were certainly going to make network
news tonight. Most of the other Reapers sprawled indolently on the snow of the embankment beside
the road; one boy who looked fourteen years old was showing off by pretending to make angelsin
the snow. (Of course, his etheredl body |eft no mark.) He thought making angels was very funny. |
was about to ingtruct him on the way that sacrilegious flippancy can extend asoul's period of penance
when my eye was caught by another Regper pacing anxioudy on the highway's median.

She appeared to be in her twenties, her eyes as clear as the eyes of doves, her body gloriousin
aResper's cdegtid raiment. (Praise God | am no longer tormented by the hormones that inflame a
man's physica body.) Her gaze was fixed on the traffic speeding down from the north; from timeto
time, she leaned out over the lanes of carsfor abetter view, like awoman waiting for her lover to
appear. Her scythe lay abandoned on the muddy snow behind her.

| thought to mysalf she must be anewcomer to our Calling, anxiousto do it correctly. | do not
wish to belittle the angelswho supervised us, but they were not good at talking to mortals. They didntt
give clear and specificingructions; they failed to provide the firm guidance that most of my fellow
humans needed. Asin so many cases where Heaven spoke ambiguoudly, | wasforced to step in and
declare the truth more plainly.

"Greetings, sger,” | said in my most comforting voice. "Are you troubled?!

She threw adistracted glance my way, then turned back toward the cars. "I'm fine."

"You don't look fing," | said. "Y ou look like awoman who's worried shelll make a mistake.”

She gave me another ook, but thistime surprised.

"There's no cause for worry, Sster,” | went on. "Heaven has made our jobs very smple. The
compeass leads usto our Charges. The hourglasstells us when to act. The scythe cuts the cord that

binds spirit to flesh. Then we may joyoudy greet the freed soul in the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ
who judges mo<t..."



| had lost her attention. Shetook afew impatient steps away from me and peered out over the
traffic agan.

| was not upset. | have been ignored before. Human nature is devilishly proud and often spurns
those who try to help.

"Areyou worried about the violence?' | asked. She moved away from my voice, but | followed
her. Many try to flee from unpleasantness when they would be happier facing it. "I redlize most new
Reapers are Sckened by the blood,” | said. "1 would guess you come from gentedl society and have
never seen the horrors of mutilation and disease. | promise you, though, you'll get used to the ugliness.
Everyone does. We may dill find it distasteful but not intolerably repugnant. We—"

"Shut up!" she snapped, wheding to face me. "'I'm finding you intolerably repugnant. Blood is
just blood. Y ou, youre—"

A truck horn trumpeted up theroad, like Gabrid sgnding al Regpers of Soulsto their
preordained missions. A tractor-trailer had been cut off by alane-hopping sports car; then there was
achaos of brakes, ice, sun, thetrailer jackknifing, the truck hedling over on one sde asthe driver
tried to regain the road. Thefront grill of the truck passed through my insubstantial body as eighteen
whesdls of degth crossed the median into oncoming traffic.

| forced my eyesto stay open. It was an exercise of discipline. | didn't want to watch, so | did.
The destruction had abrutd sort of grandeur, like adance of giants. some parts dizzyingly swift,
others dow but inexorable. Brakes squeded and horns blared a musica accompaniment on top of an
ongoing percussion of meta on metd.

The spectacle was s0 dazzling, | came close to forgetting my purpose... but then | saw the
fourteen-year-old Regper scrambling into the overturned tractor-trailer and | remembered my duty.

The Regping was routine—my Charge was amousy sort of man in hisforties, impaed on the
shaft of his steering whed. The sand in my hourglasswas down to the last few grainseven as|
arrived, but | had been a Resper for nearly a decade and was adept at my work. Reaching into his
solar plexus, | found hissilver cord, pulled it out, and levered my scythe under it. Asthelast grainran
out, asharp clean jerk severed the cord.

| sang ahymn of thanksgiving, as an exampleto the other Regpers. | tried to raise my voice loud
enough for them to hear over the thundering din around me.

The moment the mousy man's soul did from his body, he began apologizing. He assumed full
blame for the accident... an example of salf-centered pride, since he was not the cause, merely the
effect. He also assumed blame for unhappinessin his own life and the lives of those he loved, and
blame for various future miseries that would result from his desth. In short, hewas hystericd, and his
remorse wasn't worth acinder. | left him to babble and went in search of the young woman I'd been
trying to instruct.

| found her on the embankment, Sitting beside the body of a Sixteen-year-old boy. Apparently
he'd been thrown from one of the carsin the pileup below us. (Boys his age defy seat-belt laws...
more self-centered pride.) His head was bloody, his hair spangled with beads of safety glass glinting
red in the sunset. The Reaper woman rested her hand on hisarm in atender way | thought ill advised.



"It doesn't do to become too attached,” | told her as| drew near. "It can only interfere with doing
your duty. Y ou aren't even watching your hourglass. How will you know when histime runs out?'

"It already did," she said. She reached around behind her back and produced the hourglass for
my inspection. It was asfull asanewborn baby's. "I saved him," she said, looking at the hourglass as
if she could hardly believe it hersdlf.

"I don't understand.”

"] didn't take him. Thetime came and | didn't cut his cord. After awhile, the hourglassfilled up
agan."

"Do you know what you've done?' | shouted at her.

"I've saved him. He's dready stopped bleeding.” The boy stirred under her hand. "He's going to
bedl right.”

"Nothing isgoing to be dl right! Y ou've committed amonstrous Sin, don't you seethat? Y ou're
supposed to do penance; you're supposed to do as you'retold. You've defied the will of Heaven.
Y ou've spit on our Savior's mercy!"

"He reminds me of my brother," she said, stroking the boy's cheek. | turned my head away,
sickened. "I've been following him for weeks," she went on. "His name's John. He hates being called
Johnny, but his mother gtill doesit to tease him. He plays hockey... tries different waysto comb his
hair toimpressgirls...”

"He's an ordinary teenager, nothing more,” | said, grabbing her arm and yanking her smartly to
her feet. Y ou've jeopardized your immorta soul onawhim | can't begin to understand. Don't you
hold your soul precious? Don't you understand the risks? | had asigter... should | damn mysdlf
forever for some woman who merely reminds me of her?"

But it wastoo late to reason with her. The air around us grew suddenly warm and clean, scented
with the breath of roses. | pushed the woman away from me and rushed afew steps down the
embankment. For amoment, | glimpsed the radiant hand of an angd reaching out of nothingnessto
touch the woman's shoulder. Then she was gone.

At my feet, the boy lifted himsdf groggily on one ebow. Sowly shaking hishead, hetook the
Name of our Lord invain.

That wasthe kind of boy she had chosen to save.

For weeks afterward, | tried to put the incident out of my mind, but it repeatedly ambushed my
thoughts. If | had one complaint about my role as a Regper, it was my inability to affect the living
world and guide it toward the path of righteousness. Now | had seen away to have such an effect,
but one | dared not use. Still, it fascinated me.

Standing at the bedside of a ninety-five-year-old woman, | suddenly wondered what would



happen if | just walked away. Would her hourglassrefill itsdlf, her cancer vanish, her senility uncloud?
Or would she remain anear-empty husk requiring afew more years of feeding and bathing? What
sort of change would ether aternative makein God's divine plan?

Watching afool and his snowmobile crash through thinicein the middle of alake, | asked what
would happen if | left him. Would he be rescued in some unforeseen way? Would he make medica
headlines: Man Survives Hours of Icy Immersion. Would his doctors believe they could work
marvels, when infact it was my doing?

As| kept vigil with afamily around the crib of afevered infant, | thought of how easy it would be
to answer their prayers, to give them their miracle. | imagined their jubilation, their relief, their effusve
gratitude. With scarcely an effort, | could change their lives profoundly. | could grant them joy.

Oh, it was hard to cut that tiny cord.

Inlate June, | wasrelieved to gain arespite from the torment that lured me toward disobedience.
| arrived on aCal in aquiet tree-shaded neighborhood, only to find my hourglass till gave my
Charge abundant timeto live. Three weeks, perhaps? A month? It was possible. Heaven sometimes
arranged such interludes as vacations from the stresses of Regping. Or perhapsit wassimply a
reward for me, recognizing my faithful ministry in death asin life. In the meantime, | would not be
forced to choose between death and life. For awhile, | had no tempting decisionsto make.

My Charge was one Louis Gerard, aman who lived with hissster Annein agrand house more
than acentury old. | dready knew Louis by reputation: he was a celebrated pornographer whose
photos of naked women sold as High Art because he used black and white film and cropped their
heads from the picture. Sometimes he used Anne as his mode—she was unflamboyantly lovely and
worshipped Louis asagenius. More often, he would bring home seek young bundles of ambition
who were only too eager to flaunt their flesh if it would look good on their résumés.

| say | knew Louis Gerard by reputation, but in afew days, | knew him by hisvery stench. | sat
in on his photo sessions and watched him exhort his women to caper for the camera. The foolish ones
let him have hisway with them afterward; the more astute did the same, but extracted |etters of
recommendation first. | watched hisinsatiable animal rutting and was gppaled to the core of my soul.

| watched Annetoo: Anne cooking, Anne cleaning, Anne listening to the giggles coming from the
studio and keeping her face blank. She developed al of her brother's photos, making print after
paingtaking print until she was satisfied with the result. For hours, | watched her working under the
red developing light, its glow softening the intensity of concentration on her face.

Sheworked diligently on her brother's lurid photographs, but more happily on her own. Her
subjects were smple: melancholy landscapes, rusted machinery, sometimes gravestones. She never
showed them to Louis—hewould certainly have mocked her for wasting film on such serile materid.
She showed them to me, though, even if she never knew it; and | saw more worth in one of them than
in her brother's entire portfolio.

| often contemplated the gift | would be giving Annewhen | Regped Louis. Shewould inherit his
wedth and build alife of her own. | fancied her as a cherished protégée whom | would launch on a



photography career more wholesome than her brother's. There wasjusticein that; and it led meto
seejudticein al acts of the Almighty. Could | interfere with that justice by refusng my duty? No. |
would Regp those who must be Reaped, without questioning. That was the way of the righteous man.
That wasthe path of faith.

Thusl reflected to myself as Anne quietly read photography magazines and | watched her lovely
face. But | had forgottenitisalaw of Heaven that every faith must be put to the test.

One sunny morning, as| sat on the patio and Anne pulled up weeds from the garden at my feset,
a Resper walked nonchalantly through the back hedge. It was the snow-angel boy from the highway,
and he gave me an impudent wave as he sauntered up. "Hey, Reap! How's the scythe hanging?”!

"Do you have business here?' | asked.

"Give me asec to check my bearings,” he said. With agreat show of rummaging through the
pockets of hisraiment, he located his compass and flicked the case open. "And our next contestant
IS... thelittlelady crawling around herein the dirt! Let's have abig hand for her from the celestiad
audience. Yay!"

He gpplauded derisvely under Anne's nose. She continued to pull weeds camly.

Inwardly, | shuddered.

The boy called himself Hooch and he would not go away. | demanded to check hisinstruments,
of course, but he wastdling the truth. From al angles, his compass pointed directly at Anne. The
hourglass for her seemed to have precisely the same amount of sand as her brother's.

"Mutud suicide pact?' Hooch suggested. | tried to dap him, but he skipped away, laughing.

The serenity of my past few weeks quickly shattered into nightmare. Hooch proved inescapable.
If I chose to watch Louis and his obscene photo sessions, Hooch was there, shouting, "Grind that
pelvis, woman! Makeit wet!" If | dipped into Anne's bedroom to savor her quiet bregthing as she
dept, Hooch would barge through thewall and shout, "Hot damn, she deepsin theraw!” He lewdly
intruded into her most private moments, he mocked her face, her voice, her clothes, her walk; and
when he saw her photographs, he burst into laughter. To his crassintellect, they were "stupid, ugly,
and boring."

Inmy heart, | cried, Whereis justice? Why was Hooch not burning in hell? Why was he, of al
Respers, cdled to Regp Anne? And why did Anne have to die now, when the death of her brother
would free her for anew and better life?

Then, in the depth of my despair, the answer came to me. Justice does not merely happen.
Justiceis made.



The morning came when my hourglass showed Louis had lessthan aday to live. He was not
making the best of his brief time—he sat at the breskfast table, holding his head in his hands and
garing blankly at his coffee mug. His eyes were bloodshot, hisface flushed and unshaven; if his
woman from the night before could see him now, she would have laughed and shouted just to cause
him pain.

Anne was at the stove, making French toast. | had watched ssimilar scenes before and knew
Louiswould refuse to eat what she served; nevertheless, she aways made the effort.

Hooch sat on the edge of the stove and watched Anne work, her hand occasionally passing
through his body. " She's burning thistoast, you know," hetold me. " She's standing right here, she's
watching it dl thetime, and she'sletting it burn.”

"Hooch," | said, "let'strade.”

"Tradewhat?'

"People. Just for fun. You Regp Louis. I'll Regp Anne."

"Y ou have the most colossa hard-on for this broad, don't you?"

"1 merely think it would beinteresting,” | said, pleased how | kept the anger out of my voice.
"Doen' it bother you we Regpers haveto toe the line dl the time? We have to Reap who we're told
when we'retold. That certainly annoys me."

"Dont try to con me." Helaughed. "Y ou've got the sdlami bluesfor Little Arfing Annie, and you
want to be there to sweep her into your big strong arms when she croaks. That's cool, | don't mind.
Shesyours."

| had my mouth open to protest, but | closed it quickly. Let him believe what he wanted; | knew
the truth.

The day continued badly for Louis. Hismodd for the afternoon shooting session had too many
ideas of her own. The two of them quarreled about poses, lighting, and the use of props. Hefindly
threw the woman out of the studio, then spent an hour venting his anger on Anne: Anne couldn't cook,
he said; Anne had botched devel oping the latest batch of prints; Anne should go get ared lifeinstead
of sponging off him. Of course, she made no effort to argue—she let him rage for atime, then left him
done.

Without atarget to strike at, Louis struck at himself. To be precise, he began to drink. Hooch
egged him on. "Come on, Louis, belt back that gin. Be aman, makeit adouble. Y eah, abeer chaser,
gofor it!" AsHooch cheered, he stood with his scythe pressed to his cheek, hisfingersavidly fondling
the handle.

Near midnight, Louis got the urge to work in the darkroom. "I'll show that bitch how to develop
photographs," he muttered. | looked at the sand in the hourglass; it had almost run ouit.



Inside the darkroom, Louis fumbled with the chemicas and spilled them severa times. Hishands
were shaking and clumsy. When helit acigarette to calm his nerves, Hooch and | exchanged smiles.

"Gonna have a hot time in the old town tonight," said Hooch.

"I'll seetothelady,” | told him, and started up to her bedroom.

The explosion was less violent than | expected—we have al grown too accustomed to
Hollywood's excess. From Anne's bedroom, the noise was barely audible: an airy whump that didn't
disturb her deep. When | stuck my head out the door, however, | could see flames racing down the
hall like unruly children, tearing through the aged building with hot glee. It was easy to seethat brother
and sster might well have died smultaneoudy.

| went back to Anne and sat on the edge of her bed. Asthe wood of the door frame began to

smolder, | fondly stroked her hair. "Behold, | am with you,” | told her. "While | am here, you shal not
perish but have eternd life."

Before the end, the roaring of the fire awoke her. She reacted unwisdly: stood up, tried to run to
the door. The smokefilled her lungs dmost immediately and doubled her over with awrenching
gpasm of coughing. She felt very dear to me then: so human and vulnerable, with the desperation of a
lost child. When she succumbed to the fumes and crumpled to the ground, she looked as innocent as

ababy waiting for my baptism.
Her hourglass emptied. | did not Reap her.
Her body burned with fire, yet she was not consumed.

In the course of time, the fire department arrived. Looking at her, they could not understand how
shedill lived. They sped her away in an ambulance.

Soon after, Louiss now-dead spirit burst into the room with Hooch on his hedls. When the boy
caught sight of me, he began to sing, "Fire's burning, fire's burning, draw nearer, draw nearer..."

Louis grabbed my elbow and shouted over the crackling and hissing, "Wherés my sster?”’
" She's been taken to hospitd "

"Thank God," he said. "Thank God."

| didn't correct him.

Suddenly L ouis howled and began dragging me toward the door. "My negatives! We haveto
savethem!”



"He il hasn't figured out he's dead.” Hooch laughed, prancing in theflames. | caught sight of the
hourglass bouncing where it was tethered to his belt. Anne's hourglass. It wasfull. | felt asurge of
triumph.

Hooch noticed the direction of my gaze and looked at hishourglassin surprise. "That's weird,
isn't it? Hey, what did you do with the bimbo's soul ?*

"] didn't Regp her."
He gave alow whistle and backed away from me. "Y ou'rein trouble, man."
"I'm not in trouble. She was your Charge.”

"Help me get the damned negatives!” Louis shouted, but neither Hooch nor | paid attention.
Reapers are Regpers; Louiswas merely another dead man.

With narrowed eyes, Hooch raised his scythe high, holding it as aweapon. He came dowly
toward me. "Y ou suck, man. You redly suck."

| laughed a his monumenta arrogance.

Whether he would have struck me, whether it would have hurt, I do not know. | could fed
sudden warmth in the air, smell the breath of roses. The glorious hand of an angel materidized
between us and Hooch lowered his scythe dowly.

"Good-bye, Hooch,” | said. "Enjoy thewailing and gnashing of tegth.”

But the hand reached out for me.

In aplace of darkness, | asked, "Am | in hell?"
A voice sad, "Should you be?'

| didn't answer.

After awhile | said, "l did it for Anne."
The voice asked, "Did you?'

| didn't answer.

Much later | said, "'l understand now. Y ou make people Regpersto test them. We're supposed
to care so much for a Charge that we risk our own soulsfor their lives.”



The voice asked, "Did you risk your own soul ?"

| didn't answer.

Lesser Figuresof the Greater Trumps

The "Greater Trumps" are the major Arcana of the tarot. This piece is based on pictures
fromthe classic Rider-Waite deck.

0. The Fool's Dog: He smdlsinteresting. Like along walk and swegty. Like sex too. His crotch
amelslike sx.

| likethe smell. | push up againgt him to remind myself of the fragrance. A littlewhilelater I'm not
aurel gtill remember it exactly, so | push up againgt him again.

| wonder who the woman was.

| wonder what she smdlslike now.

1. The Tree Above the Magus. Thesuniswarm. Thesunistasty.

Thewind whispersthat fal iscoming. Shetests my leavesto seeif they will comeloose.
| am perfectly aware that fal iscoming. But today, the sunisdedlicious.

The man below me poses asif he is someone special.

But he'sin my shade.

2. The Scroll in the High Priestess's Hand: She holds me gingerly asif | am fragile; but | am
parchment. Decades ago, | was the skin of a sheep. When the sheep was shorn, | was al that
protected it from the eements. Rain made me dick. Snow melted dowly againgt me. | wasn't fragile

then.

The sheep died, but | was rescued. Humans blessed me and scraped me clean. They scratched
mewith quills; it stung, but it made me specid inther eyes.

| don't know what they wrote.

The woman's hand iswarm and gentle. It reminds me of my sheep.



3. The Dress of the Empress. Am 1 not of regal cloth? Am | not elegant? Am | not luxuriant
with color?

| was designed by aman from acrossthe sea. | was sewn by imperia seamstresses. One
seamgtress was whipped because her hems were uneven. Right in the palace workrooms: the woman
was whipped in front of me. A speck of her blood sprayed onto the cloth, whereit fals across the
Empress's breast. No one noticed. It blended right in.

Isn't that delightful ?

Each morning, the Empress rises from her bed and puts me on. Three maids help with her hair
and makeup and perfumes, but she puts me on by hersdlf. | drape her body; she basks inmy
caresses.

If shedid not surround hersdlf with my finery, shewould not fed like an Empress.

Without me, sheis nothing.

4. The Emperor's Crown: For five hundred years, | have watched thisfamily. Thisboy, his
father, his grandfather... S0 many generations I've lost count. Some were good rulers, some were
tyrants; some were mad.

Thisboy isthe best of the line. He's rather stupid, but he keeps his hair clean.

5. The Two Monks Who Kneel Before the Hierophant: One of uswill replace the Old Man
soon. He can't live much longer. His mind wanders. He mumbles when he's giving an audience, and he
mumbleswhen hesadone.

At onetime, he was the voice of the gods on Earth. They possessed him and spoke through him.

Now he mumbles,

| wonder what it fedlslike when the gods speak through you. It'sfrightening to imagine. In al the
pantheon, thereisn't asingle god you'd want to turn your back on. If you lent your coat to agod,

you'd never get it back again. Not in one piece. So why isit such an honor to lend them your tongue?

Stop mumbling, old man. Pull yoursdlf together.

6. The Shake Who Watches the Lovers. Humans know nothing about love. They stand beside
each other naked and think nakednessislove.



A snake knowslove.

Loveisthe smdl that drags you away from everything that is safe, across fields, over roads, into
villages, whilein the back of your mind avoicetdlsyou truly, "If humans seeyou, you'll die.” Not
death by languishing, but desth by crushing, feet trampling you as bones snap and guts rupture. And
you continue anyway, not becauise you want anything but you are incapable of seeing anything but the
path toward passion.

Humansthink that lovers are sar-crossed if their families disapprove.

At their most ardent, humans still take amoment to find a soft placeto lie down.

7. The Black Sphinx Who Pulls the Chariot: The conquering hero rides through the city,
believing heistheterror and envy of al who see him. With his hemet stuffed down around hisears,
he can't hear the muttering of the peoplein the street.

"Can't he afford a horse?’

"1 knew him when he was a brat who threw stones at old women.”

"Putting on weight, isnt he?'

When he parksthis chariot outsde the Ministry of War, children come and scratch my ears.
They cal mekitty.

8. The Flowers That Girdle the Woman of Strength: What isthe nature of strength?

Nothing fights with us flowers. Nothing eats us, except for the occasiona budworm. People
don't try to make their reputation by conquering us.

Thewoman of strength strives to close the lion's mouth, and this time she succeeds. Or maybe
it'sjust that thistime, thelion allows himsdf to be subdued.

If thelion winsthe next time and tears her apart, we flowerswill certainly be damaged too. But
thelion won't go out of hisway to hurt us. He won't resent us. He won't want revenge on abunch of
flowers

What isthe nature of strength?

9. The Hermit's Staff: Straighter than any treethat ever grew... | was atree once, asapling.
Cut down by awoodcuitter, because it was his nature to cut wood. Selected by an artisan, because |
stood straighter than my fellows. Whittled and trimmed, planed and sanded... shaved down to some
human'sidea of how trees should redly grow.



| am half the diameter | oncewas. A spindly weekling. If thishermit put hisfull weight on me, |
would snap.

But | am very Sraight.

| am here for symbolism, not support.

10. The Creature That Bears the Whedl of fortune: Thewhed doesn't float in midair; | hold it
up.

The crowd watching the whed thinksthat it turnsonitsown. | liketo foster that illusion.

"Oh, no!" | shout. "It'sturning, it'sturning, oh, no! Harvests will be bad, winter will be hard,
infantswill be born sickly." And people of the cdestia audience shaketheir heads gravely asif the
universe hasreveded its callousness.

"Atlagt!" | shout. "It'sturning, it'sturning at last! Cropswill ripen, summer will bekind, children
will laugh and see the world with wondering eyes." And people of the cdestid audience sng hymnsto
laud the banishment of evil.

The spectators think the whed turnsonits own.

They think it redly has an effect.

When | grow bored of this game, I'm going to drop the whedl and watch the looks on their
faces.

11. The King Who Bear s the Scales of Justice: Visitorsto my court wonder why I'm not
wearing ablindfold. But if | wore ablindfold, how could | read the scales? Put my finger on one side
or the other? That would give afair reading, wouldn't it?

I'm not being cynical.

| know that if | were wearing ablindfold, I'd peek. People wearing blindfolds aways peek.
Stage magicians. Knife-throwers. Children pinning thetail on the donkey.

I'm not being cynical.
It wouldn't matter. The scales still work. Justiceis served.
But ablindfold would be pure showmanship.

Not that | have any complaint with showmanship. I've thought of getting a blindfold so people
would believe I'm impartid.



"It's not enough for justice to be done; people must believe justice has been done.” People
always repest that maxim after the scales make an unpopular judgment. What they mean isthat the
truth is not good enough if the truth is unappealing. They don't want the scalesto revea thetruth, they
want the scaes to confirm magority opinion.

I'm not being cynical.

12. The Tree That Bears the Hanged Man: Other trees get normal lynchings. On me, they
hang the guy upside down.

| fed ridiculous.
The lynch maob strung him up last night. Therewas alot of shouting, alot of hysterics. No one
mentioned what thisguy's crimeswere. If any. The mob laughed and cursed loud enough to frighten

the squirrels out of my branches.

At one point, | thought two of the vigilantes were going to get into afight, but the others stopped
them. | don't know what it was all about.

Then they hung up thisguy by hisfoot.

What morons.

It hasn't hurt him. He's humming to himsdf. Humming, for God's sakel He sounds quite cheerful.
What morons.

The dm across the road has been sniggering for the last two hours.

It'll bethetak of the county.

I'll never live this down.

13. The Bishop Who Follows the Specter of Death: Some criticize me. Some say | givethe
murderer legitimacy.

No. Not true.
| have never condoned death. Nor war. Nor famine. Nor pestilence.

| march in the parade of destruction because | have vowed to attend those who suffer
misfortune. | am in the parade, but not of the parade.

| have no vested interest in suffering. But when suffering happens, arighteous man must face the
problems head-on. He must take action.



Blessyou. Blessyou. Blessyou.

14. The Pool of Temperance: I'mworking on astone. Millenniaago, alizard of anow-extinct
species knocked a stone off the bank. The stone was red and sharp-edged. Quartz, | think.

| was looking for aproject at the time. Something to keep me busy. Something to occupy my
mind in the dry days of summer. Something | could look at and think, "I madethis. It'smine."

The stoneismy project. It'samaost smooth now. A smooth, speckled red.
It's pretty. | think so, anyway.

The angdl above me has hisfoot on the stone and seemsto find it comfortable. My stoneis clean
and polished. I'm proud of that.

| know it'snot much. It'sjust astone. But it'smine, it'smine, it'smine.

| madeit. Me.

15. The Devil's Pedestal: Day 2,189,345 in Hell. Noon. Greenwich Mean Time.

Satan lifts a claw and gores another notch in my side. Two witnesses stand by to watch, to make
auredl thelega formdities are observed. ThisisHel; we bdieveinlegd formdities.

There are now 2,189,345 notchesin my side. | am zebraed with notches, tigered with notches.
One notch for each day of damnation.

| am the cdendar of Hell.

Satan livesin dread of losing track of histime here. Sometimes he forgets whether he's made the
notch for the day, and he gnaws at histalons, trying to decide whether he should make another notch.
But he knowsiif he's already made today's mark, another would throw off the count.

He goesthrough this every day. Despite the rigorous routine, despite the witnesses. And he
worriesthat sometime in the past, millenniaago or just yesterday, heredly did make amistake and
now he's permanently wrong.

| have no trouble keeping track of his notches. | know how freshmy painis,

If Satan clawed his own hide, hed know too.

16. The Sparks Shooting from the Tower: Thistower stood for two hundred and fifty years.



It resisted five enemy attacks. Those who lived in the tower praised its strength. Honored it with
songs. Spread its fame through &l countries.

More than four hundred children have been born within itswalls. Most grew to adulthood here,
and died when their time came.

Diplomats came here from across the sea. They complimented the strong walls, the view that
commands the surrounding territory, the strategic positioning of wells and storehouses.

Thistower stood for two hundred and fifty years.
We sparks last a second at most.

Don't you dare fed sorry for this damned tower.

17. The Bird Observing the Sar: A woman is pouring water, some on the ground, someinto a
pool. Huge white stars circle around an enormous yelow one.

Portents. Humans love portents. Humans hunger after portents.

We hirds haven't forgotten about Roman auguries. The priests dit living birds open, just to look
for portentsin their entrails. Entrails... humans dways usethe word "entrails." Thetruth isthe priests
would cut out our hearts. They cut out our livers. They cut out our intestines and scanned them inch
by inch like stockbrokers examining ticker tape.

Stockbrokers examine ticker tape for portents.

We birds see everything, from stockbrokersto stars, but we don't see portents. Birds have no
portents, not even portents of things that concern us, like winter. Onefdl day we find ourselvesflying
south, that's all.

That'sdl.

18. The Dog Who Bays at the Moon: Wolves howl at the moon.

Dogs bay.
Heresthe difference.

A wolf isshouting achdlenge, crying defiance at the great facein the ky. A wolf issaying,
"Despite hunters and hunger and sickness and snow, I'll be here again next month, same asyou. Y ou
goonand I'll go on. You might be hidden by acloud, but I'll fill be here. And when | die, my children
will howl for me, and the pack will how! and every pack will howl, until you dink below the horizon.
Weareforever."



A dog isgreeting acompanion, afelow traveler that humansrevere or ignore. A dog is saying,
"Y ou and me, moon, we're the ones who know how to laugh. Whatever damned thing the human race
comes up with next, it's okay with us. Dogs are no more domesticated than you are, moon; we're just
easygoing. Why make afuss? Eating is good, sniffing isgood, deegping isgood. Mogt thingsare
okay."

That'swhat we dogs say to the moon.

It'sthe only sane attitude. Wolves are too intense.

19. The Sunflowers Beneath the Sun: Height! More height! More height!
Heght issun and sunisheight.

The pretty-doll flowersin the garden next to us are irrationd. They hug the ground. They keep
their heads down. They don't compete.

Why? Why? Why?

It must be some mutual agreement to remain mediocre. If no one sticks her head up, no one ese
gets overshadowed. And they're dll so spineless—they're so afraid of losing if they take a chance,
they're o reluctant to seem rude—they remain prissy littleruntsal their lives.

We sunflowers have more sscomach. We strangle each other. We compete. More height means
more sun. More sun means more height.

The prissy little runts ask how much sun and height aflower redly needs.

More! The answer isaways more!

20. The Trumpet That Wakes the Dead for Judgment: It'sno big dedl. At the End of Time,
the angel Gabrid will use meto blow asingle note and the dead will rise from their graves. Until then,
| say Slent.

| can handlethat.

Gabrid can't. It'sabig responsbility for him, and he'd like to practice. Sometimes he takes me
out of the case, puts my mouthpieceto hislips, and thinks about playing. Something soft. Something
s0 low human ears couldn't hear it. But he knowsit'slike biting abaloon—hbig bite or smdll, the effect
isthe same.

| have this hunch about the way Heaven works. | don't think Gabriel will ever be given the sgnd
that it'stimeto blow. | think someday the temptation will just grow too great and helll crack. He may
try aquiet little toot or blast afanfare that makes the stars echo, but sooner or later helll bresk. And
that will bethe End of Time,



Running things thisway, God doesn't have to make the big decision. He just appoints Gabrid as
the scapegoat and waitsfor al hell to break loose.

Me, I'm patient. It will happen or it won't.

Gabrie polishes me every day with the vigor of aman who needsto keep hishands busy. He
doesn't deep well.

21. The Wreath on the Card Called the World: A woman dances, holding abaton. Sheis
clad only in atastefully draped ribbon.

| surround her, agreen wreath with the silhouette of an egg.

Inthefour corners of the sky, faceslook at us: alion, an eagle, an angdl, and abull.

So. Which one of usis"the world"?

Me? The woman? The watchers? All of us? Some mysterious whole that encompasses us?

Or simply theink that depicts us and the cardboard that givesthe ink something to cling to?

Philosophers may amuse themsalves making arguments for each possibility. Theologians may
obtain their god's version of the truth and expound it from the pulpit. Cynics may say that the

designers of the Tarot didn't know what the hell the world was about, so they took the opportunity to
draw another naked woman.

Anything'spossible.
Anything'spossible.

Anything'spossible.

Shadow Album

In the deserted city at the heart of Muta's Great Fog Bank, thereisasundid. Itsfaceis marble,
once polished, now rough and pitted with age. The metd of the central gnomon flakeswith rust; it has
bled adull brown stain acrossthe did's gritty white face.

The sundid no longer tdlsthe time—the perpetuad fog smears Mutas hot blue sunlight into a
diffuse gray that casts no shadows, even at midday.

| vigt the sundid often; the sght of it calms me when the londliness growstoo strong. | find it
comforting to think even asundia can stop. It seemsto be a promise that no respongbility lasts
forever.



Once, this city was hometo amillion beings. Green plants grew, animals basked a midday, the
Mutan people cast shadows and shaded their eyes from the afternoon sun. Now, the only floraare
lichens and fungus, and the only animals small scavengersthat dart in and out of nests under the
crumbled buildings. Asfor the Mutans, they cast their last shadows long ago.

| carry acamerawith me wherever | go, and it isfull of shadows. Some are
recent—photographs |'ve taken to pass the time, to pretend that 1've chanced upon beauty or
importance in arusted tangle of metal, an oddly shaped mushroom. The recent photos occupy the
reusable dots on the cameras recording diskette, shadows | discard as new ones catch my eye. But
thereisaset of pictures| have tagged to prevent overwriting, shadows cast before the last light left
me. Now, as night fals and the ghosts struggle to wake themsalves from their collective deep, | put
the diskette into the viewer in my hut and click through my little allbum.

Picture 1—Exploration Team Harmony on the Plains of Expanding Accord:

Twenty-two men and women stand in the center of aburnt field, the grass charred black by the
heet of aVac/ship's landing. The ship is gone now, back to the orbiting task force where amillion
colonists wait in suspended animation until Harmony Team certifies the planet safe. Our missonis
considered aformaity—satellites and robot probes have given Muta such a positive rating that supply
caches have already been dropped at selected sites al over the planet. Even so, final approval for
colonization rests entirely with our team and its superiors. We do not place blind trust in machines; it is
adoctrine of our faith.

By the time this picture was taken, all that remained to be explored was the anomal ous fog bank
perpetually covering aregion of Mutas southern hemisphere: cause unknown, unchanged by wind and
sun, impenetrable to orbital eyes. We thought our investigation would be routine and painless.

The team members offer smilesfor the camera, showing or not showing their teeth according to
their chosen self-image. Most try not to squint, though the sunisin their eyes; they want to look good
for the photograph.

Behind them isthe skimmer assigned to fly the team to the Great Fog Bank. On the craft's
fusalage, brown letters proclaim Unity Task Force: Muta. Beneath the words are the twenty-two
symbols of our totem houses, the spirits that unite our people and set us gpart from other human
culturesin this galactic sector. The symbols attest that the world is more than amachine, and humans
more than a meaty collection of chemicas. We of the Unity are aspiritua people.

Each symbol on thefusdageis carefully labeled: the Dancing Madman, the Ready Mage, the
Blind Priestess, and so on. The Unity isrelentlessin labeling everything.

In the far background, beyond the landing strip, you can see the grasd and that the Unity named
the Plains of Expanding Accord. Amidst the thick band of green thereisasingle dab of
brown—some inquisitive Mutan herd animal peering at dl the curious activity hgppening around the
base.

At first glance, the people posed in this picture may beindistinguishable. They are dl uniformed
in the sametan fatigues. They dl ook hedthy and competent. But to my eyes, three people stand out



from rest. They stand together on the extremeright of the picture: awoman between two men.

Thewoman is Chida, Archeology Officer, age 25. In the picture, her skin isthe same glossy
color asachestnut fresh fromits shell; but | remember it as dark honey, and | dream of the soft
brown of her hand resting lightly on my forearm. Her smileiswide and bright. Around her throat she
wears aneckerchief, white linen printed with a pattern of orange flowers. Theflowersare
chrysanthemums, totem flowers of my birthmonth. | nearly told her so when | helped her choose the
neckerchief on our last recregtion leave, but | decided to hold my tongue. It pleased meto havethis
secret link to her that even she did not redlize.

The man on her right is Planetology Officer MolanDif, the same age as Chida. In the hand
dangling a hisside, he holdsthe Unity regulation manua for missons exploring Earth-like
environments. Harmony Team had completed three such assgnments a the time the picture was
taken, but MolanDif still consulted the manud regularly... not because he wanted to enforce the rules
on hisjuniors but rather because he wanted to be sure of the rules himsalf. He was aman in constant
need of specific indructions, of modesto imitate. (His shirt is open low enough to reved the steaming
snout of adragon tattooed on his chest. He once confessed to me he got that tattoo when hewas a
teenager; he had read somewhere that teenagers were supposed to do irrevocable things on impulse.)

The graying man on Chiaas|eft is Senior Orthodoxy Officer BarlDan, age 49. Me. My amileis
self-conscious and clumsy—the skimmer pilot who took the picture for me ordered usto crowd
together, and | was keenly aware of the solid warmth of Chialas body pressing against my arm.
(After the picture was taken, she did not move away from the contact. | was the one who withdrew
to attend my duties.)

At onetime, | could have named dl the othersin thispicture. | still remember names, remember
faces... but | become confused when | try to pair them. It panics me sometimes, the thought that | was
supposed to safeguard dl these souls, but now can't remember which man was the ceremonial
castrato, which woman wore the mask of the Riven Tower. | think | know, yet | suspect I'm
mistaken, that my memory rearrangesitself when | deep. | wake sometimesto find myself shouting at
people who flee from mein my dreams.

The only other face I'm sure of is Junior Planetologist DiDed, ayoung red-headed man grinning
widdly into the camera, hisarm around the shoulder of the man beside him; and the only reason
DiDed retains afoothold in my mind is because he was thefirst to die. The others... dead too,
officers, juniors, all dead, murdered in thefog, but | am losing them day by day and | cannot keep
them with me,

In the extreme foreground of the picture, we have lined up our spirit masks. The masks are
dormant, their inhabiting spirits forced into temporary exile by the brilliant sunlight. Their eyeholesare
empty; they are merely constructions of paper and plastic, feather and foil.

Given achoice, | would have preferred not to take photographs of the masks; but some of the

spiritswere vain and demanded | take pictures of their mask-houses as often as possible. | complied,
as | dways complied with wishes of the masks. Y ou cannot reason with a spirit.

Picture 2—Chiala examining a Mutan statue:



In the Mutan city within the fog, Chidakned s a the base of amarble statue. She has arranged
weak laser projectorsto throw up ayelowy grid-work of cubes around the statue, each cube ten
centimetersto the sde. The statue is thus boxed into a phantom coordinate system that hel ps her
make measurements.

The statue resembles othersfound dl acrossthe planet: aman-high figure that might be alump of
bread dough, surrounded by a surface that bristleswith quills like those of a porcupine. The quills
appear to be protrusions of internal bones, forming atype of articulated exaskeleton. The top of the
body is clearly ahead, with two widely spaced eyes, a cluster of nose-holes shielded by athatch of
quills, and afully toothed mouth. No earsarevisible.

Thiswas our image of the beings who built the Mutan cities, though we did not know how
accurately the statues depicted them. Perhaps Mutan art was not representational—perhaps we were
seeing some abgtract style that only margindly resembled the true Mutans, or it could be that dl these
statues were idols of some deity whose appearance was utterly unlike the peopl€e's. Perhaps they
weren't datues at dl; they might be signposts, or notice boards, or equipment for agame.

The Mutans had vanished centuries before the Unity discovered the planet. It had happened
abruptly, without property damage—a plague perhaps, aradiation disaster, or maybe mass suicide.
The archeol ogists had many theories, but no evidence... only ruins, and afog bank like acloud of
smoke after agreat burning.

In the picture, Chiala holds a measuring tape to the pedestal that supports the statue. She has
rolled up her deeves. Some of the mist has condensed on her forearms, giving them adark sheen,
highlighting aline of deek muscle from ebow towrist. If | look &t thispicturetoo long, | find myself
leaning forward to touch the viewer screen, to trace that line of muscle with my finger.

Chidas eyes are on the work, not the camera. | approached her quietly through the fog; she
didn't see me watching.

Picture 3—MolanDif's testing station on the Chastened River:

The picture istaken from the top of the bank |ooking down toward the water. Eight team
membersarein sght. Mogt are on shore, fussing with eectronic insruments | cannot name. DiDed
wear's hip-waders and standsin the water up to histhighs; heisfar enough away to be nearly lostin
thefog. He holdsameta pole that Stretches out into the mist and disappears. My guess would be that
he is scooping awater sample from the middle of theriver, but for dl 1 know, he could be fishing.

The group is attempting to locate evidence of volcanic hot springsin theriverbed. The senior
planetologists, up in orbit with the colonists, hypothesized the fog bank was created by near-boiling
water from orings mixing with near-freezing water running down from the Upward Potentia
mountains. No one found the hypothes's persuasive, but it offered afoundation for conducting tests
until new data suggested something better.

MolanDif ison thefar right of the picture, paddling an inflatable dinghy out of the upstream migts.
The dinghy isfilled with testing equipment. He holds the paddle awkwardly.



When he caught sight of me watching, he hailed me and pulled into shore. As | helped him out of
the dinghy, he said, "Officer BarlDan, I'd like to consult with you."

"Inmy officid capacity?' | asked.

"Of course," he said—seemingly surprised | might have an unofficid one. "When would be
uitable?'

"I'm free now."

"Oh," hesaid. "Oh." He looked at the ground asif there might be something there needing his
attention. "All right, then." He paused again. "Thisis a private maiter."

"Well wak aongtheriver," | said.

The Mutans had paved a wide promenade aong the top of the bank, running completely across
the city. Potholes had devel oped in the aphalt here and there, and tough funga growth was working
up from below, cracking the surface into patterns like the glassin a smashed mirror; but walking was
easy if you watched your step, and it provided aroute away from the others without getting lost in the
fog. We waked for sometimein aslence overlaid with the background mutter of theriver. | waited
for MolanDif to begin.

"l have reached the age of twenty-five," hesaid & last.

| knew that; his birthday had passed while we were in stasis on the way to Muta, but Harmony
Team had danced in his honor shortly after we woke up. MolanDif continued, "The socid adjustment
manud saystwenty-fiveisthe optima age for marriage.”

"Tobeprecise” | said, "the manua saystwenty-five isthe median age at which ahuman being
has reached alevel of maturity consstent with the obligations of intimate socid partnership. Not the
samething.”

"Still," hesad, "I believel am ready for marriage. 1.... I'm not fulfilled being done. | think it would
be better to be married.”

"Areyou unhappy?' | asked.

"Ohno," hesaid quickly. "I'm quite well adjusted. To the Stuation. But | think... life could be
fuller, you know? There's something..." He reached out with his hand and clutched an empty fit.
"Life could befuller," he repeated.

"Have you chosen a partner?”

"Chiaa, of course" he answered, in atone of surprisethat | could consider any other aternative.
"She's of equal rank. She'stwenty-five."

"And she'sbeautiful,” | said.

"Well, yes. But beauty... the manud saysit'stoo shallow areason for seeking marriage. Isnt it?!



"Yes" | sad."Yes itis"

"Sexud atraction is an inadequate basis for dedicated partnership actudization. That'sright in
the manud. The manud stressesthat fedings—you know, love..." Hisvoicefel to near inaudibility on
the word and he went on quickly. "Whatever you think you fed, it'sonly infatuation if you don't have a
deeper basisfor... for what you want. I'm not just infatuated with her, BarlDan. | have good deep
reasons.”

"She's of equal rank and she's twenty-five."
"Yes. You see how it makes sense?”
"Doesit make senseto Chiala?' | asked.

"l couldn't possibly discussit with her until you've cross-matched our persondity profiles,” he
sad. "If wearen't compatible in the eyes of the Unity... well, | couldn't pursueit, could 1?1'd just... |
couldn't pursueit. And if we are compatible, I'd have something to talk about with her. | could say
the Unity officidly thought we had amarriageability coefficient of ninety percent. Or whatever it turns
out to be. Y ou understand?”’

"Yes" | sad. "l understand. I'll do the cdculations for you."
He thanked me hagtily and headed back to the investigation site dmost at arun.

| should havetold him | wanted her for mysdlf, that she was adancing flame which could never
burn bright enough fueled by his soggy wood. But how was | any different?

Picture 4—The interior of my hut, evening, first day within the fog:

The picture istaken from the doorway. All the usua amenities are present: cot, sink, desk, two
chairs, chemicd toilet, mask shrine. On the desk, alamp glows a minimum brightness; there are
plenty of shadows here. The only other light comes from the candles on the shrine and their reflections
inthe shrinésmirror.

The juniorswho put up the hut for me have placed my shrine so the mask points toward the
door. Theface that was my second sdlf looks almost directly into the camera. The eyes are not empty
in this picture; they'refilled with shadow. It's dusk and the mask is once again inhabited.

The mask belongs to the Hanged Prophet house. It is an adult male who cdls himsdf ToPu.
ToPu the Seer. ToPu the Abiding Observer. His umber papier-méché face is runneled with crags that
have been deepened using paint of blue and green. This shows age and therefore (so the theory goes)
wisdom. But when the spirit of ToPu guided meto fashion his mask-home during my time of initiation,
his hands were clumsy in affixing the garnet. The gemis centered properly on the forehead, but its
Setting istipped to theleft. Instead of facing outward, the capital facet looks ashamedly to one side.

For thirty-five years, thiswas what ToPu saw when he looked a himsdlf in the mirror of my
ghrine: he saw he was flawed. Hislittle gem, his humble soul, was forever set akilter. He felt thiswas



the kind of seer he was—one who never looked in quite the right direction.

And, of course, ToPu's sadnessinfected my own life. However much |, BarlDan, progressed
through victories or defeats, ToPu dways shadowed me. | would sit before the mirror to don the
mask (itsinterior smelling of paint, sweat, and resin) and in the moments that both BarlDan and ToPu
shared my body, | would fed him tumbling down into heartsick shame &t the Sight of hisface.
Whenever | regained consciousness at the end of the Dance of the Arcana, | would find that ToPu
had been stlanding apart from the others, smply watching.

All thesefedings return when | look at this picture and see ToPu's imperfect face staring sadly
back. If | had set up my room mysdlf, | would have angled the shrine away from the door—I had no
need to remind myself of the awkward, earnest sharer of my soul. But | couldn't rearrange the
furniture now: the juniors who set up the hut had seemed o proud of their work, | couldn't hurt their

fedings

Whenever | view thispicture, | look at ToPu firgt, in order to save the most important detail for
last. In the foreground, two chairs are turned to face each other. Draped over the back of the closer
oneisawhite linen neckerchief printed with orange chrysanthemums.

Chiaaleft it behind after proposing marriage to me. It was her betrothal token. If | accepted her
offer, | wasto wear it so dl the camp would know of our engagement. Otherwise, | wasto return it
discreetly to her hut and leaveit lying across her pillow.

| planned to give back the neckerchief the next night. Sooner would insult her, asif | thought her
easy to rgject. But | had already rejected her in my own mind more than a dozen times since she
joined Harmony Team, even while | talked with her, watched her with hungry eyes, touched her with
feigned casuaness and felt her touch me.

Shetold me sheloved me because | was gentle, kind, and vulnerable; but andysis of her
persondity profile reveded she wanted afather figure who would absolve her from the responsibility
of growing up. (I once dyed the gray in my hair, hoping she would be dazzled by ayounger man. She
was appaled | would want to look like some unseasoned junior.)

| fet | loved her because she wasintdligent, beautiful, and so very dive; but in fact, | was
immaturely hoping she would rescue me from a salf-centered loneliness from which | wastoo wesk to
extricate mysdlf. (On our nights of quiet sociability, it was aways she who sought me out. | could
never bring mysalf to believe sheld be happy to see me at her door.)

If we married, | thought, we would cling to each other too tightly, feeding on our weaknesses.
We might be happy, but we would fold inward too much, dedicating ourselvesto each other instead
of the good of the Unity. In solitude, | had cal culated our socia coefficients many times before: love
high, but socid dedirability just ingde the bounds of legdity. As Orthodoxy Officer, | could not give
my gpprovd.

Instead, | savored an aging coward's self-indulgent melancholy as | oh so carefully caculated the
socid coefficientsfor MolanDif and Chida. The ratings were no worse with him than with me; better
on some scaes. Thetwo would never love each other, but they would make it work, without letting it
interferein their pursuit of the greater good.



| told mysdlf my duty wasclear.

Stll, I took this picture of the neckerchief so | could dways remind myself that Chialahad once
asked.

Picture 5—Harmony Team singing around a campfire, first evening of the mission:

The campfireroarshigh. Itisavolcanicidand of light, ringed by alagoon of fog, enclosed inan
ocean of blackness. Thefire has been built insde a cracked concrete dish in the same park asthe
sundid; an archeologist conjectured the dish was areflecting pool in the days of Mutan civilization. It
issurrounded by what seem to be low marble benches, but benches built for Mutan anatomy. Their
tops resemble narrow U-shaped troughs.

The members of Harmony Team lounge on the benchesin avariety of postures. Only Chida
looks comfortable. She sitswith both legs tucked beneath her, handsin her lap. Her mouth is open
wide and her head istilted back for greater Ssnging volume.

Shewas aterrible singer. Shewas, in fact, tone-deaf. The notes she bawled so lugtily bore no
relationship to the tune the others sang. Chiadladidn't care. Perhaps she didn't know—who would tell
her? In an odd way, her handicap endeared her to the team, bringing her down from the heights of
perfection and making her just abit pitigble.

MolanDif sitsawkwardly beside Chida, hisrump at the bottom of the trough, hislegs dangling
over the edge. The flamestint hisface ajaundiced shade of orange. He isnot singing; as| remember
that night, he was barely breething, hovering a Chidassde all evening but struck speechless by the
enormity of what he wanted to say.

From the angle | took this picture, | cannot tell if histhigh istouching her knee. Some nights|
think yes, some nights| think no.

A number of team members gppear to be in the Arcanatrance aready. The youth who beats the
drumisclearly there. Hisglassy eyes stare blindly into the fire; hisbody is dack, though hisarms
continue to pound out the rhythms of attuning. The harpist too straddles the boundary between our
world and the spirits. Her shirt hangs open to bare the perspiration-dick boniness of her chest. A
reflection of flame dances on her moist skin.

Picture 6—Dance of the Arcana, first night of the mission:

The picture shows a bare patch of dirt, not far from the campfire ste. Candlesare laid out on the
ground in a spoked whedl around asilvery mirror-bal at the hub. The candles do not dispd the mist
as the campfire did, though they force back the darkness afew paces. Fog wraps and obscuresthe
dancers, inlieu of the clothing they have shed.

Chialas mask-sdlf dances proud and beautiful in the foreground. When she proposed, Chiala
gave methe name of her mask: Lilijd. Lilije the Sun-Child. Lilijel the Jawd. Her faceisbeaten gold, a



mask of the Laughing Sun, lacquered black except for the rims of the eyes and a burnished band
around the outer edge. Thegem in Lilijel'sforehead isatopaz, and it is set perfectly straight.

Lilijel dances, prances, done. The picture captures her mid-leap, front leg bent, back leg
sraight. Her jump has such strength that her muscles stand out with sharp definition even in thefog.
She throws her arms straining wide above her head. There is something about her that frightensme, a
potentid for crudty in her self-absorption. Sheisadways exultant, dwaysaone. It isinconceivable she
would deign to dance with an ungainly old man.

Behind Lilijd, MolanDif stands wearing his mask. The mask belongsto the house of the Worldly
Cleric, black cloth embellished with spirding traceries of slver thread. Hisgem, of course, isa
diamond. In the picture, MolanDif preparesto legp inimitation of Lilijel.

Itisclear MolanDif ishimsdlf... not in trance, not possessed by the mask. Thefact isevident in
the way he stands—self-conscious, awary, soul-cluttered man attempting to imitate maskswho are
assmpleaschildren. Lilijel jumpsand he followslike ashadow.

The doctrines of the Unity accept such people asthey are. It issmply another sort of disability,
like being unable to sng. Men and women who cannot |ose themsalves are as much a part of the
orthodoxy asthose who fal into trance effortlessy; they just don't know it. They torment themselves
each night at the dance, watching the spontaneity of the others and guiltily going through the motions.

Not so different from ToPu, though ToPu was a true mask—Iess awooden adult and more a
sober child.

ToPu took this picture. He often played with my camerawhile the other masks danced. Only a
few of his concrete memories ever lesked into my mind; oneistheimage of him standing gpart from
the dance, using the camerato click shot after shot of the other dancers.

In some way, ToPu believed hiswatching protected the other mask-spirits—that they would
wisp away to nothingness if someone didn't remove himsdlf from the reveries and look on from the
Sddines. If no one watched, the dance was random capering, disspative frenzy... ameaningless hell.
Someone had to see how a mask drew picturesin the dirt, someone had to hear it Sing nonsense
syllablesto astone. Being watched madeit dl red; taking pictures kept them safe.

Therewas seldom any logic in the pictures he took. When | put the diskette into the viewer on
the morning after adance, | might see aclose-up of someone's hand, or abadly framed tangle of
copulating bodies. | don't know if ToPu even understood what the camera did, for he never learned
how to advance the diskette from shot to shot—each new shot overwrote the previous one, so only
the last shot of the night was preserved.

But ToPu didn't care about preserving pictures; he only cared about watching. The camerawas
awatching machine, and watching was ToPu's duty.

Picture 7—The death of Junior Planetologist DiDeel, during the Dance of the Arcana:

| took this picture moments after waking from the trance. | believe ToPu saw the horror begin



and surrendered the body to me prematurely, in the hope BarlDan could cope with something ToPu
could not.

| did not understand. | awvoke duggish, my mask beside me, my camerain hand. When | saw
what was happening to DiDed, my first reaction wasto snap apicture, thinking | was seeing some
remarkable atmospheric phenomenon.

The picture shows DiDed frozen in the moment of trangition from mask-sdlf back to man. His
mask bel ongs to the house of the Blind Priestess, an eyeless shell of pearly plastic with awig of
blended human hair reaching the ground in a blond-brown-red-black tumble. The mask is pushed far
enough back on DiDed'sforehead that the man's mouth is uncovered. The mouth is open wide. He
appears to be screaming.

That iswhat the camerarecorded; but what my eyes saw was a stream of creamy mist pouring
from his mouth like smoke belched by afire-eater. The mist pierced the surrounding fog and sent it
billowing outward in ripple after ripple. DiDed made no sound but a choked crooning in histhroat,
like aheartsick child humming itsdf alullaby.

All this... and my first reaction was merely to snagp apicture. | found the sight odd but not
disturbing, asif | were afour-year-old watching afavorite uncle do amagic trick. Accepting it al;
amost absorbed. But when | look again at the picture, | cannot blind mysdlf to DiDed's agony. His
body is bent backward asif someinvisible assailant haswrapped one arm around hiswaist and is
pressing the other hand on his sternum, pushing with full strength in an attempt to sngp DiDed's spine.
Themanishddimpossbly off baance, screaming without noise, the hair of hismask dragging inthe
dirt.

Y et in the moments after waking, | had alingering feding thiswas very right: that | should want
the same for mysdf.

DiDed's body wavered in that pose for one second, two seconds, three, then jerked twice with
theforce of whipcracks. He hedled backward, striking the ground hard enough to scuff up acloud of
dust, and lay thereaslimp ashishair.

It was only then | put down the camera. | started shaking and couldn't stop.

A few of the masks cameto look at the fallen body. Lilijel poked it with her finger once, then a
second time much harder. | had to shout &t her to go away and leave DiDedl done.

Mask spirits lmost never understand degth.

Picture 8—Campfire, second night of the mission:

A jump forward in time... but | wastoo busy to take pictures during the day after DiDed's
death. There were reportsto file. There were morale restoration activities to run: agroup contact
experiencein the morning, aunification dialogue at lunch, grief counsdling sessonsdl afternoon. My
hardest duty was cdling my superiorsin orbit, formally asking them to quarantine Muta until we
determined the cause of DiDed's degth. If thiswas some kind of disease, we could not risk infecting



the main body of the task force. The mother ship offered to send us robots, medicines, any equipment
we might need; but what could | ask for?

The picture around the campfire shows the team at the end of the day: haggard, subdued. Our
Senior Medica Officer leans againgt the shoulder of the man beside her; her eyesare hdf closed. She
has not dept except for athree-hour nap | ordered her to take before supper. For the rest of thetime,
sheand her junior have tried to determine why DiDeel died. No success.

Many of the other team members aso show signs of exhaustion. No one dept well. DiDed was
popular, respected for his exceptiona openness and generosity to all; his death struck hard. The
mgjority of those around the fire smply stare into the flames, their expressions somber. The camera
has caught one junior in the process of glancing over his shoulder into the fog.

Thefog isthicker than the previous night. It crowds around us hungrily.

Chidaand MolanDif sit in dmost the same positions as before. Sheis not Snging—no oneis
snging—but sheis spesking intensaly to him, punctuating her words with asharp gesture of her
hands.

The neckerchief isaround her throat.

| intended to take it to her hut and leave quickly without being seen... but the hut wasfull of her,
the smdll of her hair, abook she'd been reading, the imprint in the blankets where she recently sat on
the edge of her cot. As| laid the neckerchief acrossthe pillow | could smell her everywhere—on her
pillow, the linen, the talismans dangling from the headboard. A chocolate-brown dress jacket was
thrown across the top of her storage trunk; the sight of it brought back memories of her wearing it at
celebration dinners, her eyes meeting mine aswe drank from ashared chaice, her eyes, her skin, her
skin the color of the jacket, her eyes... not one of these photos truly shows her eyes, not the way |
want to remember them, how full they were with warmth and heet and fire. And my memory is
dippery—in embarrassment and fear, it shiesaway from recalling the intendity of her gaze. | can see
Chidasface, but | can't look into her eyes.

She found mein her hut. I don't know how long I'd been standing there. The neckerchief wasin
my hands, though | don't remember picking it up again. When | laid it down a second time, smoothing
it out on the pillow, she asked why.

| had a speech prepared—not that 1'd planned to reciteit to her. I'd constructed it for my own
benefit, putting the issuesinto well-chosen words supposedly showing the wisdom of my decision. In
the naked light of her eyes, the words and wisdom shattered. | could say nothing more than "I'm
sorry, | can't, not me" as| fled the hut.

The words of my rehearsed rationdizations came back like shouting ghosts as | retrested to my
hut through the fog. "I love you so much | can't see you. | seeyour face, that'sal. All | know of youis
fragments—the warmth of your body, the smoothness of your bare shoulder, your off-key snging. |
can't glue the fragmentsinto area woman. I'm blinded by love, | can't see, what am | loving but a
voice, aperfume, theimagined kiss of your kin?"

The ghost words haunt metoday as| view my photos and pretend I've left my past behind. Like
al ghosts, words areliars. | chose londliness because it was familiar and safe.



Even cowards find themsdves facing the truth eventually. They just doiit too late.

Picture 9—Fog:

It was my duty to ensure that the Dance proceeded as normal. All the morale-building exercises
of the day would be wasted if we didn't fulfill the Arcana. Every person on the team had danced each
night since hisor her initiation; to skip theritual now would completely unhinge them. It was bad
enough we had to dance without the circle full. MolanDif kept asking, "Can we do thiswith only
twenty-one houses? Ian't it againgt the rules?”

Welit the candles in the dance whed and set up the mirror-bal at the hub. The drummer
drummed, the harpist played, the masksinhabited us (except for MolanDif). ToPu took his pictures,
earnestly trying to keep the others safe... | have hismemory of that. | do not have his memories of
Lilije if he saw her that night. Sometimes | wonder if she pranced the same asever, or if Chidas
fedlings about my rejection infected her. Was she struck quiet, or moved to fiercer abandonment? The
only picture recording that dance isthis picture of fog.

| woke but did not waken; and the fog wasinside me. | was BarlDan and ToPu, both—brothers
who shared the same eyes. The eyeslooked out on fog, bright fog lying before me like the softest of
beds, glowing golden. It beckoned with aforce stronger than any | had felt in the most sacred rites.
"Dance," avoice said, and the voice was ahillion voices. "Join. Dance."

The fog swirled in serene billows before my eyes. In the distance | heard drums and harps. The
Voices sang softly, their song achingly sweet. "Dance. Join. Sing together.” | fdt tranquillity inthefog,
and peace. Love, uncomplicated love, never fading. "Dance. Now. Y ou can see us. Now. Join. Sing."
It would be s0 easy to surrender. Simply faling into bliss.

ToPu shook hishead. | could fed his sad, lonely longing, but he knew his duty didn't Iet him join
the dance, ever. | felt the same wild yearning to accept, but | too drew back from thefog. I'd ressted
my lovefor Chida—by comparison, this res stance was nothing.

| took a step away from the fog, from the choir that sang within it. Screeching with sudden
outrage, the placid wisps of fog twisted in anger and locked into ahard churning wall the color and
height of athunderhead. Tentacles erupted from that wall, meaty pseudopods caged within quill-like
bones, glistening wet and yellow, smelling of rotten fruit. They grabbed a me, trying to wrap around
my armsand legs, and | pulled away with al my strength, feding them dide suckingly off my flesh,
dimy aseds.

| had dmost dragged mysdlf clear when a human hand burst out of the blackening fog-wall and
clamped around my wrist. Thefingers werelong and muscular, clenched like claws. It did not try to
pull meinto the cloud, but its grip wasiron; | couldn't wrench it loose. Desperately, | grabbed my
trapped wrist with my free hand, and using the strength of both arms heaved backwards. My captor
held on; and as | tugged, the rest of my captor's arm emerged from black fog, then his head—ahead
with DiDed's face but blanched of color, the eyes sewn shut like a corpse's, the mouth screaming
wide. Swegt-dick hair plastered the sdes of hisface, hair of al shades, the hair of the Priestess.
Mask-spirit and man had been crushed into one, like two colors of putty squeezed into aformless
lump by aclenching fist. For amoment | stared at the ghastly face; then pseudopods wrapped around



the head and smothered it back into the fog. The hand around my wrist went limp, fell away... and |
found mysdlf lying on damp earth, night fog clotting powerlessly around me. My mask lay faceup by
my side,

Inall directions, | heard the same choking crooning DiDed made before he died. | recognized
the tune—the song the fog had sung in my brain. Harmony Team was being absorbed, just as DiDed
had been... just as the Mutans must have been, dl those quilled pseudopodsin the cloud. Some
horror was unleashed here long ago, perhaps a grand experiment to unify the spirits of the people; and
soul by soul, the horror had devoured the planet. The entire fog bank was asingle ghost... or rather a
billion ghosts trapped in ahellish union that had consumed them all.

Out in the fog, one voicelifted above the rest: tone-desf Chiala, not yet in tune with the crooning
meass. | staggered to my feet and followed the sound, hearing her voice twist angrily asit tried to find
theright notesto join the song. She was till off-key, but as| searched | heard her growing closer and
closer to the tune the others sang.

When | reached her, MolanDif was aready there, cradling her body in hisarms. "What'swrong
with her?" he cried when he saw me. Without answering, | pulled off her mask and threw it aside. Her
face was dack, still deep in trance. | shook her shoulders and dapped her cheek, rousing her enough
that she opened her eyes... but the eyes were till vacant and the humming in her throat went on.

"Get her to themirror," | ordered MolanDif, and he was so grateful to be told what to do, he
asked no questions. Together we dragged her body to the ball at the hub of the dance whed and
propped her up so she could see her face. "Y our nameis Chida," | shouted in her ear. "Chida
Chida Chida"

Her eyesfocused and saw. She gasped and threw her arms outward to steady herself against
the sphere. The fog condensed where her hands touched the mirror, making misty silhouetteslike
ghosts. She blinked and looked wonderingly at her beautiful face.

Her humming stopped. "Chida," she said.

Picture 10—A bend in the Chastened River:

It's the afternoon of the next day. Thereisno fog here. Theland isa sunny meadow, buttery with
summer wildflowers. Theriver's edge is sockaded by rushes. Chiada, MolanDif, and | have paddied
the dinghy many hours downstream. We emerged from the fog bank around midday, but kept going
until we werewell clear.

Therest of Harmony Team isdead. | tried to save them, but failed. Before they died, afew
possessed team members smashed our communication equipment. We are now truly on our own.

We carry maps and aeria photographs that indicate it's afour-day trip to the sea. A few rapids
might force portages a ong the way, but the journey doesn't look difficult. From the mouth of theriver,
another two days up the coast leads to one of the planned sites of colonization, and there we should
find acache that contains working communicators.



In the picture, MolanDif and Chidlacook supper over acampfire. They bdieve I'm till gathering
firewood, but I've dready collected what welll need for the night. | have concedled myself in athicket
to take this picture and watch the two of them hover over the pots.

Inthis shat, their knees are definitely touching.

Picture 11—Chiala by thefire:

She holds her mask in both hands, frozen in the moment of raising it to her face. Her head is
twisted dightly toward the camera; she must have heard something as | focused the lens, and turned
to look at me. Behind her, the sky isasheet of degpening indigo spreading over the dark meadows.
A clump of trees stands silhouetted on the horizon.

| took this picture to distract Chida, to interrupt that motion of donning the mask. The click, the
flagh.

"Why did you do that?" she asked.

"Y ou shouldn't tonight,” | told her. "The trance opens ustoo wide. To the fog. Opening yourself
to the mask—it'stoo risky. The fog wasn't strong enough to take us when we were oursalves, not
even when we were adeep. Only in trance. Please, Chiala, leave the mask.”

She looked at me steadily for severa seconds. Half her face waslit with the sun-yellow blaze of
thefire, the other half cloaked with shadow. "Y ou have nothing to say to me about taking risks," she
sad. Very deiberately, she pulled the mask over her face.

"It should be safe,” MolanDif said from acrossthefire. "The fog isalong way behind us.”
Sdf-conscioudy, glancing sideways at Chialafor her approva, he put on his own mask.

Chialabegan drumming on her knees. | watched her strong handsrise and fall.

Picture 12—A night view looking upstream over the Chastened River:

Track theimage from foreground to background: the dark water flowing over outjuts of black
rock; reflections of two of Muta's moons farther upriver, rippled smears of red and silver; the dark
fiddsrigngtoralling hills; the night sky gaudy with dars.

Stretching across haf theriver valey isachurning wall of fog as high asthe eye can see. It
approaches with the speed of a summer windstorm.

| took this picture while standing alone on the riverbank, grass whipping my legswith the force
of the oncoming gale. Chidaand MolanDif had fled downstream in the dinghy. Chidawas gill hdf in
trance as | helped them push off, MolanDif chanting, "Y ou are Chida, you are Chida," with each
awkward stroke of his paddle.



They could not travel asfast asthe cloud.

| stood between them and the ghosts like a brave man, wrapping myself in an armor of
unconvincing hopes. | hoped the mist would not pursue my companions until it had dedlt with me; |
hoped | could escapeit as| escaped before; even if it consumed me, | hoped | could resist long
enough for the othersto get away.

And | hoped if they did get awvay, Chidlawould redizethat | did take arisk, when it wastoo
late for anything dse.

| set my cameradown carefully and picked up my mask. If | wasto be bait, | had to make
myself tempting. | donned ToPu'sface and opened mysdlf to him.

Picture 13—My facein terror:

ToPu arrived immediatdly. He inhabited my body but my consciousness remained awake,
watching everything. Perhapsit was ToPu's choice to kegp me with him; perhaps our previous
confrontation with the fog had realigned our spirits somehow, allowing usto coexist in the same bodly.
| don't know. | only know we stood together as the fog descended upon us.

Through ToPu's spirit eyes, | saw past the physica aspect of the fog and into another plane—a
plane of ghosts where a great agglomerate cresture rippled and shimmered around us. Heads erupted
from its writhing mass and were dragged screaming back inside; pseudopods and arms snaked out of
control, scrabbling at the ground, never gaining purchase. From deep within the cresture came a
ceasdless frenzy of moaning, surging in pulses like ocean waves.

ToPu picked up the camera and began shooting picture after picture of the swallowed souls.
Tearsran down hisface. It was dl he could do for them—uwatch and let them know he watched.

The fog seethed; the thing that was the fog convul sed around us. Something grabbed ToPu's
arm, then hisleg, then wrapped around his head. With one great heave, he wasripped awvay from me,
asif my own body weretorn in two. The fog clutched both of usinitsgrip, and for asngle moment in
our lives, ToPu and | saw each other face-to-face. He was not just amask now but a complete spirit,
awrinkled man in shabby clothes, held spread-eagled before me. Our eyes met; and in hisface | saw
what he had never known, that he was wise despite dl hisfear and doubt. Then, with agonizing effort,
he yanked himsdf free of the fog, arms and pseudopods diding away from him. He raised the camera
and clicked this picture of me.

In that ingtant, my vision of the ghost-world collapsed like a bubble popping, and my eyes
returned to the physica plane.

Thefog surrounded me, arolling night fog that blotted all sight. It seemed too thick to let me
breathe. Panic took meand | ran blindly, tripping on uneven ground, picking mysalf up and running
on. Bramblestore at my uniform; my shoulder struck an unseen tree, and | Spun away, pain scissoring
down my arm. Suddenly there was nothing under my feet and | was tumbling downward, striking the
river with a splash that sent warm water stinging up my nose. | swam afew weak strokes, bumped
againg arock, and clung to it, panting. Water flowed gurgling around me, while overhead the ghost



fog roared.

Picture 14—ToPu:

It took me three daysto find my camerain the mist. It was scratched but undamaged. Nearby |
found the remains of ToPu.

The picture shows the mask lodged on abramble bush. Branches of bramble protrude through
the eyeholes and the mouth. The papier-méché of the face has been dented and ripped in numerous
places. The garnet and its setting are gone.

Scattered on the ground around ToPu's bush are the other masks—the rest of the full Arcana,
Lilijel and MolanDif's mask among them. Their eyeholes dl stare a ToPu, like an audience gathered
to hear aspeaker. Their gems are missing, but the masks are otherwise undamaged.

They must have been carried here by the fog cloud, then released. | like to believe the
mask-spirits and their human hosts were released too. Perhaps they proved incompatible with the
Mutan ghosts and could not truly meld with thewhole; but | prefer to think ToPu saved them. Within
the cloud, he located each familiar soul, watched it, took its picture, freed it by making it redl.

That iswhat | tell mysdlf. That ismy mythology.

The gems are gone, and the mask-spirits departed. Lilije will not dance on thisphysica plane
agan.

| dream that Chidaand MolanDif survived. Though | searched the length of theriver, | did not

find their bodies or the dinghy. The fog stayed thick about me, angry that my soul was closed to it
forever; but despite thefog, | think | would have found Chidasbody if it were there.

Picture 15—The sundial:

| took this picture earlier today. | won't tag it for preservation like the others. It's better to go to
the park and see the sundid for mysdlf. I'm aman who should remind himsdlf of the realness of things.

| came back to this city because the huts are here and dl our supplies. The fog followed me
back... or perhapsit never left. | think it will stay with me wherever | go.

Thetask force has surdly |eft orbit by now and headed for anew planet. The universeistoo rich
inworldsfor them to trouble with Muta. No colony would ever be safe here, unless they abandoned
their masks and the dance. That isa price they will not pay.

The ghost fog swirls around me but its attempts to consume me are futile. My link to the spirit
worldisgone. If | want to communewith ghodts, dl | can doistalk.

Areyou ligening to me, fog?



I've hated you along time, hated you for the murders and my banishment here. But the loss that
hurt me most was none of your doing. And the soulstrapped insde you... | can't help thinking of them
as people like me, though | know Mutans are dien, non-human. Maybe to them, being part of this
undifferentiated massis heaven; but | can't help thinking it's hell.

I've decided to do something, fog. I've failed to take action so often in my life, there aren't many
options|eft for me. But I can still watch. | can still try to see, really see, the souls you've swallowed.
They may nearly have forgotten the people they once were, but | think they can remember. If they try.

If I try.

I'm watching. | know it's not much, but it's something. I'm watching.

Picture 16—Fog.

Picture 17—Fog.

Picture 18—Fog.

Har dwar e Scenario G-49

There are few human beings who would not fit into abox eight feet long, four feet wide, and four
feet high. Congtruct such boxes. Wire them, pipe them, tube them to provide even temperature,
nutrition, and air. Don't forget duicesfor the imination of waste. Do something about exhaled carbon
dioxide. Come up with neurd inhibitorsto prevent movement and sensation. Ingtdl epiderma
scrapersto remove skin asit flakes off.

Add whatever else seemsrequired.

Properly containerized, the entire population of Earth will fit into a cube about amile and ahaf
on each side. Put the whole thing into orbit? Nah, that's just showing off. Leaveit onthegroundina
desert somewhere.

Why? So everyone stays hedlthy and happy, of course. No walking around and stubbing your
toes. No catching colds when someone sneezes on you. No smoking or drinking or egting fatty foods.
Lifelastsalot longer when you liveitin abox.

Quit asking such obvious questions... the Facility isrun by robots, of course. Asarethe
hydroponic gardens, the recycling plant, and dl the other life-support equipment. (These areredly
good robots)) And the robots are supervised by highly skilled, politicaly neutrd, psychologicdly
stable human support personnel.



Givethe designersabreak, for crying out loud. They thought of everything, okay? Thisisn't that
kind of story.

Thisisthekind of story where everyone does astral projection.

George Munroe sat in his hardware store wondering why there were so many types of nails. He
hed forty little binsin front of him, and each contained nails that were different from all therest. He
pulled out aone-inch finishing nail and athree-quarter-inch finishing nail. (His astrd projection could
pick up light objectsif he concentrated really hard.) WWhen you got right down to it, what wasthe
difference between thetwo nails? A quarter of aninch. That'sal. But one nail had to go in one bin
and the other had to go in adifferent bin. That wasthe only professiona way.

Running a hardware store sure was a precision business. George knew he could send his astral
projection anywherein theworld to indulge in any lifestyle scenario, but hardware had such adepth
and richness of scope, George didn't think he'd ever have time for more.

The bell on the front door of the shop tinkled. George looked up from the nail binsto seea
woman, six and ahdf feet tall, posing beside the lawnware display. Her hair flowed thick and tawny,
rippling in the ether wind; her skin was bronzed and flawless, tautly stretched over firm young
muscles; her face shone with salf-assurance. She wore the deek skin of ablack panther, cut into a
maillot that |eft one breast bare, and around her waist was a cinch made of cobra skulls. In one hand
sheheld anivory spear, and in the other a dagger made of tesk.

"l am Diana, Goddess of the Hunt," she announced. She had an announcing kind of voice.

"What can | get for you today?' George asked. "'I'm having aspecid on nails."

"Y ou are George Munroe?'

IIYall

"Then rgjoice, for Destiny has decreed we are to be mated!" She threw aside her spear and
dagger with a sweeping gesture. George winced as the dagger headed for ashdlf of lightbulbs, but
Dianas weapons were only illusory astral props for her persona; they vanished as soon asthey |eft the

field of her aura. With cheetahlike grace, Diana strode down the home appliance aide, seized George
by the lapdls of his Handee Hardware blazer, and hauled him up to her lips.

George had never imagined that tongues could be involved in kissing. In movie kisses, you never
saw what the actors did with their tongues—it was one of the limitations of the medium. George
wondered if it made movie directors sad that they could only show the outside of akiss. There
certainly seemed to be alot of action happening ontheinsde.

Abruptly, Dianalet him go. Turning her perfect chin away from him, shesaid, "1 don't think
you'retrying."

"Tryingwhat?"



"To love me. Degtiny has decreed we are to be mated. At least you could try to generate some
dectricity for me."

George's store carried flashlight batteries, but he was amost certain she had something different
in mind. "Isthis some mythological scenario?’ he asked. "Becauseit'snice of you to kissmeand all,
but right now I'm happy with the small-town hardware business, and | don't feel the urgeto play god.
Sorry."

"Thisisnot ascenario!" Diana shouted. The spear remateridized in her left hand and purple
gparks crackled from the tip. "I'm talking about redl life. My body. Y our body. Egg and sperm. Two
become one, then three. Computer analysis a the Population Storage Facility says we complement
each other genetically and areided progenitorsfor the future of humanity. Well, at least for one new
baby anyway. I'm scheduled to be impregnated by you within twenty-four hours.”

Georgefdt himsaf growing faint; with an effort of will, he brought himself back to full visibility
and tried to consider the situation rationaly. Hed aways known the Facility couldn't keep physica
bodies alive forever. People died; presumably they had to be replaced. Somehow, though, he'd
thought science would come up with amore impersona way to create new life. Like cloning. Why did
scientists dwaystak about cloning if they didn't redlly do it? It was disgppointing the next generation
gpparently came from what amounted to arranged marriages.

"I'm sorry," George said. "'l didn't understand what you were talking about."

"The fathers are dwaysthe last to know. That's one of the sacred traditions the robots are
programmed to observe.”

"They'reredly good robots, aren't they?" George said.

"They sureare," Dianaagreed with awarm smile.

George nodded, then kept nodding in lieu of speaking. He wondered if Dianawas expecting to
make love with him in the near future. Asiral bodies could make love, of course; astra bodies could
interact with each other in any way physica ones could. But George had watched people making love
inalot of movies, and the hardware store didn't seem suited for that sort of thing. To get a soft place
to lie down, they'd have to make a bed out of bags of grass seed, or find some way to arrange
themsalves on one of the lawn recliners.

On the other hand, he couldn't quite see why making love was necessary. "They're just going to
use our physical bodiesfor this, right?" he asked.

"Right"

"So | guessthey'll, umm, collect my sperm and use it to impregnate you, right? And if it'slike
everything esethey do to our physica bodies, neither of uswill fed athing. Isn't that how it works?"

"Yan

"Then | don't understand why you're here. It affects our bodies but not our lives. | mean our
adtral lives. Y ou know what | mean. It just happens, no matter what we do. | can't see any reason for



usto, uhh, interact.”

"Y ou cold-hearted bastard,” she said. Her hair tossed wildly asif buffeted by atornado; the
cobraskullsin her belt hissed and snapped. Her skin turned scarlet, her pupils crimson, her lips black.
"Do you think parenting isamere physicd act?' she shouted in avoice like an earthquake doing
ventriloquism. "Do you believe loveisirrdevant? Do you deny the importance of anurturing psychic
aurain the formation of human life? Do you want our child to usher forth from ajoyless womb?"

George hadn't redly thought about it.

Given that held been living as a psychic phenomenon for twenty-Sx years, he supposed he
wasn't entitled to doubt the importance of psychic auras. Parentdl attitude at conception probably did
make adifference—if Dianaconceived achild in her current mood, the baby might turn out kind of
cranky. (A cobraon her belt spat venom in George's direction; the astra fluid fell into a bucket of
plastic fishing luresand vanished.)

Was conception the only crucid moment for the baby? No, George had heard prenata
influences could affect the child dl through pregnancy. And after that, who raised the infant? The
robots, of course; but could they provide anurturing psychic aurain the child's formative years?
Probably... they wereredly good robots. But just in case, George figured he shouldn't make any
long-term plans.

It was an impodtion on hislife... but then, it was an imposition on Dianas|life too. She was
obvioudy devoted to the goddess scenario—she probably lived in amarble palace on amountainsde
with lots of other divinities, doing dl kinds of divinity things.

It must be areal letdown for her to be mated to a storekeeper, even a hardware storekeeper. If
shewas prepared to make such asacrifice for their child, George should be too.

"I'm sorry,” he said to her. "'l was being selfish. We can, uhh, get married. Or whatever you think
isright.”

Sowly her body returned to its previous coloration. The cobra skulls gave a peevish-sounding
sniff in unison, then went back to being dead. "All right,” she said. "Apology accepted. Dianaisadtrict
goddess, but fair.”

"What do we do now?' George asked.

"Welearn to love each other."

George had watched afew couples courting in histown, and he thought they should try the same
sort of thing: an arm-in-arm walk down to the ice cream parlor. With Dianaat her present height, that
was easer said than done. Gracioudly, she assumed a persona no taller than George—atrim
lynx-woman with two-inch talons and a pelt of tiff brown fur. George recognized her new body from
acollection of clip-art personas published the year before. Hed chosen his own appearance from the
same book—Kindly Shopkeeper with aTwinklein His Eye, #4.



People on Main Street stared as they walked by, but showed the kind of small-town courtesy
George had known they would. "Well, George, got anew friend, | see. Oh, she'syour mate. Well,
well. Pleased to meet you, missus. A goddess! Well, George, she'sacatch, dl right. How long are
you going to keep that specid on nails?’

At theice cream parlor, the robot attendant served them two strawberry sundaes. George didn't
try to eat his—lifting agpoonful of ice cream took alot of concentration, and when he put it into his
mouth, it would fal right through his astral body anyway. George preferred to watch it dl mdtinto a
smooth white cream with swirls of strawberry—it reminded him of paint, just after you add adurp of
red colorizer to the white base, before you put it on the mixing machine and let it shake itsalf pink.

Diana, on the other hand, dug into theice cream immediately. "Thisis apleasant town,” shesad
to George as sheinserted a spoonful into her mouth. George heard aliquidy plop astheice cream fell
through her and landed on her chair. "Of course, thetown isquiet for my tastes. But it has potentid. |
have afriend who does werewolves and he could redlly liven up the place. Y ou know, lurk on the
outskirts, savage afew locals from timeto time. Not hurt them for real, of course, just scare them and
make them promise to go to another scenario for awhile. But as people began to disappear, asthe
town devolved into a panicky powder keg waiting to explode in an orgy of hysterical butchery, you
and | could hunt down the monster and kill it. Wouldn't that be fun?

It didn't quite match George's notion of why his neighbors were living in the small-town scenario,
but he knew he could be wrong. He went to alot of movies. He knew that smal townswere full of
peoplejust waiting to stir up a bloodbath.

Dirty Ernie Birney cameinto theice cream parlor just as George and Dianawere finishing up.
George shuddered; Dirty Ernie was not the sort of person anyone wanted to meet on adate. The
older folksin town said Ernie was at least thirty-five, but he wore the persona of arotten little
eight-year-old. He was foul-mouthed, brattish, whiny, and persstent. George grabbed Dianasfurry
elbow and said, "Let's get out of here."

As she stood up, Dirty Ernie whistled and pointed at her chair. "Hey, lady,” he said, "lookslike
you pooped apile of ice cream.”

Dianamoved so fast George's eyes could scarcely track her. Slash, gash, and Ernie'sastral arm
was nothing but tattered ectoplasm. The boy howled and bolted out the door, the ribboned flaps of
hisarm trailing after him like red plastic streamers on bike handles.

"Y ou shouldn't have done that,” George said. He thought there was a chance he might throw up,
if astral projections could do such athing.

"He can fix hisarm any time," Dianasaid. "It'sjust like assuming anew persona.”
"Yes, but..."

"Well, | couldn't let him insult me. I'm agoddess, for heaven's sake! Rotten little prick. Ina
proper scenario, he'd know hisplace.”

George took Diana by the hand and led her back to the hardware store. He could tdll that while
they were learning to love each other, it would be agood ideato leave town.



They leaned on the store's front counter and looked at the latest catalog of available scenarios.
Dianawas only interested in the heroic ones. She swore if she could watch George rescue her from a
dragon, shewould fal hopelesdy in love with him. George was beginning to suspect his new bride had
apretty narrow range of interests... but then, newlyweds had to learn to accept each other for what
they were.

When Diana had chosen a scenario, George caled to Benny, hisrobot stockboy, who was
down in the basement rearranging the plumbing supplies. (Benny did dl the physica work around the
store. He loved hauling around boxes and often restacked the entire storeroom out of sheer high
spirits)) George told Benny he was going away with Dianafor afew daysand Benny would bein
charge of the store. The robot bounced about in alittle circle and piddled machine oil in his
excitement. George couldn't tell if Benny was excited because held be running the store or because
George was acquiring amate. Probably both. Benny'sway of thinking ran the same direction as
George'son alot of things.

For George, the best part of assuming the persona of a knight was designing the coat of arms.
He decided on ahammer and screwdriver rampant, argent sur azure. His motto was, "Ferrum meum
gpectari”: My Iron Stands the Test. Diana said she approved of the sentiment.

Of course, Dianawas now captivein the highest tower of a castle overlooking the Rhine. It was
the stronghold of the unspeskable Wilhelm von Schmutzig, sorcerer, murderer, ravisher, and author of
six pornographic trilogies about eves. A dragon prowled the castle courtyard; mercenaries patrolled
the halls. Rumor claimed that diabolical experiments were even now reaching fruition in the castle's
dungeons and soon ahorde of ... of ... (George pulled the brochure from his saddlebag to refresh his
memory) a horde of disease-bearing zombieswould be released on ahelplessworld. Only one man,
the brave Sir Y our-Name-Here could avert the onrushing tide of destruction.

George asked his horse how much farther it wasto the castle.

"Just around the bend,” the horse said. It was the astral persona of a man named Hawkinswho
heartily enjoyed the equinelife. "You get to beredly big," Hawkinshad said. ™Y ou can rear up on
your hind legs and scare people. Y ou get to eat grass." Hawkins had been doing knightly steeds for
years and never tired of the role. He'd told George that sometimes he moonlighted as a Cape buffalo,
but it wasn't hisfirst love.

Hawkins stopped at the bend and let George scout ahead. Skulking wasn't easy in full plate mail,
but the forest was thick on both sides of the road so there wasllittle chance of being seen.

Thewalls around the castle were high and thick, the moat deep and foul-smdlling even at this
distance. The drawbridge was up, the portcullis down, and frankly, the place looked impregnable.

George considered breaking the sed on the scenario's Hint Booklet. Back at the Population
Storage Facility, the robots might impregnate Diana any time now; if George wastoo dow inwinning
her love, al would be lost. On the other hand, would Dianalove him when she saw held looked at the
hints? (George was certain she'd check.) No, shewould view him as a cheater and a cad, and their



baby would probably grow up to be alawyer.

George clanked up againgt atreeto think. If thiswas amovie, what would the hero do?

"Halloo, the castlel™

A mercenary's head |ooked down on George from one of those little dots castles have instead of
real windows. George was once again wearing his red Handee Hardware blazer, and Hawkins had
acquired a Handee Hardware saddle blanket. "What do you want?' the mercenary asked.

"I'm just apoor peasant merchant and | have addlivery for the Lord von Schmutzig.”
"What kind of ddivery?'

"Nails," said George. "Three-quarter-inch finishing nailsfor the fina assembly of the horde of
disease-bearing zombies."

"Nobody told me anything about nails," the mercenary said. "Last night at cocktails, thelord said
he had everything he needed to complete his evil zombie horde.”

"Some fool ddivered one-inch finishing nailsinstead of three-quarter-inch ones,” George said,
improvising. "Building zombiesisa precision business. Y ou use nailsaquarter inch too long and they/ll
stick out al over the zombie's body. They'll keep catching on things.”

"Ugh," said the mercenary and let Georgein.

George l€eft his horse Hawkins to take care of the dragon. Hawkins knew the dragon personally
from other scenarios—it was the astral persona of awoman named Magda who enjoyed being
vanquished on aregular basis. Hawkins was sure Magda would agree to feign deep while Hawkins
drove afew nailsthrough her wings with his hooves. She would gladly thrash and moan, spiked
helplesdy to thedirt, until George found time to plunge his crud broadsword into the vulnerable soft
spot of her abdomen.

George moved on to the tower where Diana was imprisoned. His red blazer was perfect
camouflage; the mercenaries scarcely glanced hisway as he passed. " Some hardware-hawking
peasant,” he heard one mutter in disgust.

At thetop of the tower steps, George resumed his knightly persona. The armor made it
impossible to walk slently and he knew there might be more danger ahead; however, Dianawould be
expecting him in heroic guise. With broadsword in one hand and shield in the other, he clanked
forward to a closed door.

He could hear nothing from the other side of the door. Considering the thickness of his hemet,
George was not surprised. He tried the latch and found the door unlocked. It would be nice to kick
the door open the way people did in movies, but concentrating on his astral foot as hard as he could,



he barely managed to move the door at al. When it was open enough to squeeze through, he
Sdestepped hisway into the room.

Dianasat in achair, bound by coils of thick white cord and gagged with a purple silk scarf.
Though she wore the persona of a kidnapped princess—low-cut gown of green velvet, straight brown
hair that reached the floor, eyes red from weeping—she il carried vestiges of the goddess of the
hunt. The cobras on her belt had aready gnawed through the cords around her waist and were
sngpping at the bindings on her wridts.

George hurried forward to untie her, but she shook her head violently and nodded toward the
far corner of the room. "Mmmph mmph mmph,” she explained.

At first when George looked in the direction she indicated, he saw only arumpled four-poster
bed surrounded by confusing watercolor prints of elves. George found it disturbing that Dianawas so
eager to draw his attention to the bed while she was il bound and gagged. In fact, finding himself
unexpectedly done with her in an daborate bedroom stirred nervous fluttersin his ssomach. He hadn't
pictured this moment coming so suddenly. The part of hismind that normally said, "Thisiswhat you
should do," was completely silent; the part that said, "Thisiswhat might happen,” had hiccups. It was
ahuge reief when alean figure stepped from the shadows behind the bed-curtains and said, " So.
Somefool believes he can foil my schemes.™

George recognized the man as another clip-art persona: Seductive Y et Dangerous Scoundrel
with Pencil Mustache, #2. He wore awhite puff-deeved swashbuckler shirt, tight black chinos, and
knee-high boots of black Ieather. He would have intimidated George even if he hadn't been carrying a
saber with adripping crimson blade.

"Wilhelm von Schmuitzig, | presume,” George said in a voice he wanted to sound brave.

"At your service," said thevillain, giving acourtier's bow. " Shal we dud to the desth or would
you prefer to impae yourself on my bladeimmediately?*

"I will not rest until | have cleansed the Earth of your foul presence, von Schmutzig." George was
rather pleased with that speech—Hawkins had suggested he should have some appropriate soliloquy
for thefina confrontation with the villain, and George had practiced till he could say the line without
fumbling.

Georgewas gtill congratulating himsdlf when von Schmutzig attacked. With lightning-swift
srikes, the villain rained blows upon George's armor. The saber itsalf had no effect, but the clanging
noise ringing againgt his helmet gave George athrobbing headache. He did his best to fight back, but
was far too dow and clumsy to come close to his opponent. Occasionally he managed a parry, but
never asuccessful thrugt.

"Areyou the best the forces of virtue could muster?' von Schmutzig sneered as he played on
Georgelikeasted drum. "'l expected ahero."

"Just because you're evil doesn't mean you should berude,” George replied. "Y ou'll get yourself
in trouble someday.” But it was clearly George who wasin trouble as he clattered back and forth
around theroom. At last he was driven back againgt apost of the bed and his weapon was flicked
out of hishand by afencing maneuver something like thelittle twist of the wrist you need when you're



using an Allen wrench to loosen the bit in an dectric drill. George hurried to pick the sword up, but
found hisfeet tangled in sheetslying on the floor. Hefdll back heavily onto the mattress and von
Schmutzig was on him immediately, thetip of his saber blade pointing through the hdmet's visor at
George'sright eye.

"Now, Sir Knight," said von Schmutzig, "you will die."

"Don't hurt me," George whispered. "If | don't win, Dianawill never love me and our child will
usher forth from ajoylesswomb.”

"What carel of children?' Von Schmutzig laughed. "l amavillain... and | get defeated in so

many scenarios, | don't mess around when | finally win one. I'm minutes away from finishing my
zombie horde, and I'm redlly looking forward to decimating the duchy.”

"But my baby!" George shouted.

"I was an unhappy child,” von Schmutzig said. "I don't seewhy | should give abregk to anyone
de"

"Urk," he added asthetip of anivory spear burst out of his chest, like aone-inch nail driven
through a three-quarter-inch board.

Resplendent in her goddess persona, Diana carried von Schmutzig to the window on the end of
her spear. "Thus end al who give my mate arough time," she said as she tossed him out. Von
Schmutzig's screams turned into the screeches of an eagle as hefell. A large bird flew squawking past
thewindow and off into the sunset. Like dl good villains, von Schmutzig was escaping so there could
be asequd.

"Areyou okay?' Dianaasked as George stumbled to hisfeet. Her face wasfilled with concern.
She put her arm around his shoulders, sat him down on the edge of the bed, and tried to look at him
through hisvisor.

"Oh, I'm dl right," he said. He couldn't meet her gaze. "l wasn't avery good hero.”

"It was sweet of you totry,” shesaid. "Areyou sureyou're dl right? He was hacking you lft,
right, and center."

George reshaped himsdlf into his comfortable old persona. "I'm fine. How about you?"

"Oh, I had fun. | like saving peoplein the nick of time." She gave him aquick squeeze, then
looked away.

"I liked being saved,” George said. "Thank you."
"Y ou'rewedcome."

George was keenly aware she dill had her arm around his shoulders. It felt very warm. He
couldn't remember anyone else's agirdl projection fedling that warm.



"l suppose the scenario’'s over now," she said sadly.

"Actudly,” Georgetold her, "the building is till swarming with ruthless mercenaries.”
"Itis?'

"And| |eft thedragon dive”

"Youdid?'

"And the dungeons are chock-full of disease-bearing zombies."

"Oh, George," she said, hugging him tightly, "you've given me something niceto look forward to
on our honeymaoon. Tomorrow."

In agigantic cubein the desert, someredlly good robots work carefully on two physical bodies.
Huidsaretransferred. Vita signsare monitored. The probability of successis high.

In acagtle on the Rhine, two ordinary human beings try on one persona after another asthey
griveto learn to love each other. If somebody ever finds away to measure the probability of success
in love everyonewill ignoreit anyway, so let's not pretend we know how things will work out.

In ahardware store in a quiet town, arobot stockboy impulsively decides to put the one-inch
finishing nails and the three-quarter-inch finishing nailsinto the same bin. They're abit different; but
when you get right down to it, they're dl nails, aren't they?

The Reckoning of Gifts

A junior cook brushes against the soup cauldron, hot, searing hot. He curses.

The kitchen noise stranglesto horrified silence. Profanity is aways dangerous here on temple
grounds, and the danger is multiplied a thousandfold by the proximity of holy objects.

The cauldron holds the high priest's soup.

A potboy screams out the door for an exorcist, but he knowsit'stoo late; the words have ripped
the amniotic sac that protects our world from the chaos outside. Demons must be streaming in by the
dozen, invisible demons who sniff once at the kitchen staff, then scatter in search of the tastier souls of
the clergy. The potboy can amost see the demons—fanged, clawed, with naked femae
breasts—racing down the corridor, wiping their hands on the tapestries as they go by (the dyesfade,
the threads ravel), pouring out into the herb garden to wither the foxgloves, to suck the soothing
power from chamomile and the flavor from basil, then on across the courtyard, kicking afew
cobblestones|oose to trip passersby, pinching the horses of abishop's carriage, flying unseen past the
warders and into the temple proper, where they will crumple scralls, tarnish chdices, and set the bells
towild jangling. Novicesin catechism class will sumble over words as the demons tempt them to



remember sweet berry pies, gravied beef, and a score of other foods the holy must forswear; priests
hearing confession will find themselves dreaming of thefed of sins, the satifying crunch of afist
plunged into the face of asdlf-righteous parishioner or the excitement of commanding an adulteressto
disrobe; and the high priest himsdlf, Vasudheva, voice of the gods on earth, will be swvarmed by
demons, engulfed by them, demons raking their claws across his heart until it shredsinto tatters tossed
on thewinds of desire.

Thejunior cook faints. Others pale and scatter their clothing with sdlt. But the Kitchen Master
simply tells everyone to get back to work. He cuffs the potboy who called for help, agood solid clout
on the ear that sends the boy staggering back against a chopping block.

"The lad'stoo excitable," the Kitchen Master tells the exorcist who appearsin the doorway.
"Sorry to trouble you. Nothing's wrong."

Vasudheva, voice of the gods on earth, knedls before the Twelvefold Altar. Heisindeed
surrounded by afrenzy of demons. When he kissesthe feet of Tivi's statue, he doesn't think of the
god's power or wisdom; he thinks of the sensation of kissing, the soft pressure againgt hislips, the
lingering contact, the ghost of sensation that remains as he dowly draws away. Helongsto kissthe
sone again, to kissit over and over until hislips ache with bruising. His hand rises toward his mouth.
He stopsthe movement in time, but in hisimagination it continues, hisfingersreaching hislips,
caressing, stroking, flesh againgt flesh.

V asudheva cannot remember what he has prayed for this past half hour. Certainly not the
exorcism of hisdemons.

A month ago, the Assembly of Bishops assigned V asudheva a new deacon named Bhismu... a
young man of undistinguished family, chosen because he has no affiliation with the Assembly's power
blocs and can therefore be trusted not to exert undue influence on the high priest. Vasudhevaaso
soon redized the young deacon wasn't gppointed for any notable intellect, piety, or even willingnessto
work.

Ah, but Bhismu was beattiful! |s beautiful!

Hishair isagarden of soft black ringlets, his beard an effusion of delicate curls. Vasudhevas
hands |ong to entwine themsalves, oh so gently, in those ringlets and curls, to braid, to weave, to
sroke. He imagines threading his fingers through Bhismu's beard, cupping the young man's chin,
gazing into those clear dark eyes as heleansforward and their lips mest....

Vasudheva dreamstoo of Bhismu's hands, strong but fascinatingly dexterous when he played the
reed-pipe at the Feast of the Starving Moon. V asudheva was hypnotized by the confident rippling
fingers. Hethought of nothing elsefar into the night, until in the bleakness of morning, he wondered if
he had eaten asingle bite at the feast. Scripture said the moon would starve to desth, disappear from
the sky forever if the high priest hadn't consumed enough on its behdf; but the moon survived, asdid
Vasudhevas desires.

He has never prayed for those desires to abate. He cherishes them. He relishesthem.



Tonight beginsthe Long Night Revelries, aweek of feasting and celebration in the city of Cardis.
Eventsinclude the Fool's Reign, the Virgins Dance, and the Renewa of Hearth Firesfrom Tivi's
sacred flame, but first comes the Reckoning of Giftsin the temple's outer hall.

It's never apleasant ceremony for the priests who officiate. The hall teemswith unbathed
commoners, men and women together, al clutching packagesto their chestswith fierce
protectiveness. They jostle each other in the rush to receive blessings; they insult the Gifts of others
and boast about their own. Every year fights break out, and sometimes afull-scaeriot. Even if
demons are loose tonight, it's hard to imagine how they could add any more chaosto the usua
commotion.

Vasudhevawaits for Bhismu to escort him down to the hall. Not long ago, the high priest refused
al help in getting around—though his quarters occupy the top of the temple's highest tower, he would
climb the stairs unaided severa timesaday, glaring at anyone who tried to assst. Now Vasudheva
goes nowhere without Bhismu's strong supporting arm. He clings to the young man with both hands
and walks as dowly as possible.

Severd powerful bishops have begun overt machinations to win support in the assembly,
believing there will soon be an dection for anew high priest. They are men of limited imagination; they
think VVasudheva has becomefrail.

The bishops would like to influence which Gift is chosen from the dozens presented in the hall
tonight. Power and prestige ride on the choice, not to mention agood dedl of gold. The laws of
Cardis tifle innovation—change threatens order, and order must be maintained. No one may create a
new device, anew art, anew process... except in preparation for the Reckoning of Gifts. In the
month before the Reckoning, creators may build their inventions. On the longest night of the year, they
bring those Giftsto the temple; from the dozens offered, one Gift is chosen and accepted into
orthodoxy, while the others become fud for Tivi'sflame. The successful crestor isfeted in al quarters
of the city, honored as a benefactor of the people and a servant of heaven. Unsuccessful ones have
nothing to show but ashes.

Needlessto say, competition isintense. Every guild sponsors some Gift to better their lot—a
new type of horse hitch offered by the cart drivers, anew way to waterproof barrels offered by the
coopers—and scores of individuals aso bring their offerings, some of them coming back year after
year. Onefamily of fisherfolk has sent their eldest child to the Reckoning each year for morethan a
century; they claim to be able to teach needles how to point north and for some reason they think the
godswill be pleased with such tricks. Not so. The gods have cong stently shown themselvesto be
pleased with the Gift accompanied by the largest under-the-table offering to the high priest. Theonly
variation from one year to the next iswhether the secret offering ismadein gold, in palitical influence,
or in the adroitness of beautiful women.

Thisyear, Vasudhevais sure the gods smile on atype of clasp offered by the silveramiths, a
clasp more secure and easier to fasten than orthodox clasps. The slversmiths have provided the high
priest with several samples of work that show the virtues of the clasp: asilver necklace whose
pendant isthe letter V studded with sgpphires, aslver bracel et encrusted with dternating emeralds
and amethysts, and asilver dagger and sheeth, the dagger hilt glittering with fire-eye rubies and the
sheseth embroidered to show Tivi'sflame,



Schemers among the bishopstry to sway the gods decision, and severa believe they have
succeeded... but the gods are in amood to demonstrate they spesk only through Vasudheva, while
upstart bishops should devote themsalves to prayer instead of powermongering.

A soft knock comes at the door and Bhismu isthere. Vasudheva catches his breath, as he
aways does when Bhismu enters the room. Sometimes the high priest thinks he has two heartsin his
chest: the withered heart of an old man and the bounding, pounding heart of ayouth who feelsthe
fever of love but not the complications. If he only has one heart, it must be attuned to the hearts
around him—when he's surrounded by crabbed and ambitious bishops, his heart shrivels; when
Bhismu is near, his heart expands and expands until it's aslarge asthe sky.

Bhismu asks, "Are you reedy to attend the ceremony, Y our Holiness?'
"If they're ready for me. Are things under control?"

"Father Amaran says we have encountered no more trouble than usud, but everyonefedsa
strong disquiet. There have been rumors of demons.”

"Rumors of demons are like mushrooms," Vasudheva says. "They spring up overnight, and the
peasants feed on them.”

He hopes Bhismu will laugh, but the young man only nods. He's dow to recognize jokes. It'sa
failing that can be overlooked.

They begin the long journey down the tower's corkscrew stairs. A month ago, Vasudhevafound
it awkward to descend holding onto an arm instead of the baustrade. Now he's completely
comfortable with it. He doesn't need to concentrate on his feet anymore; he can devote hisfull
attention to the strength of Bhismu's hands, the faint smell of his swet, the beard so closeit would
takeno effort at dl to kiss.

"Have you ever beeninlove?' Vasudhevaasks.

The young man's thoughts seem to have been e sewhere. It takes him a moment to collect
himsdf. "Love?1 don't know. A few times| wondered if | wasin love, but it wasn't like the minstrels
say. It wasn't intense. I'd spend time with a girl—this was before | was ordained, of course—I'd
spend time and I'd fedl very fond and I'd wonder, am | in love? But my father was determined |
would enter the priesthood, and if he saw me becoming attached to someone, he ordered meto give
her up. And | did. | dwaysdid. So | guessit wasn't love. If it redly had been love, | wouldn't have... |
don't know. It'swrong to disobey your father, but if I'd redlly beeninlove... | don't know."

"So you've never had strong fedings for awoman?' Vasudhevaasks. Heisvery closeto
Bhismu; his bresth stirswisps of the young man's hair.

"Not as strong aslove. Not as strong as love should be.”
"Have you ever had strong fedings for anyone?’

"l don't understand. Y ou mean my family? Of course | love my family. Y ou're supposed to love
your family."



Vasudheva doesn't press the matter. It took him forty yearsto rise from an acolyte in the most
crime-ridden quarter of Cardisto the supreme office of high priest. He has learned how to bide his
time

But Bhismu's beard curlsinvitingly. Vasudhevas demonswill not wait forever.

Bishopslounge on divansin the vestry that's adjacent to the outer hal. Each wants awhispered
word with the high priest; each wantsto overhear the other whispers. Vasudhevaforestallstheir
jockeying for position by sweeping past them and throwing open the thick outer door.

Screams. Shouts. Feet stamping and glass breaking.
On anight so rife with demons, theriot is no surpriseto anyone.

The door opens onto the front of the room; the stampede is surging toward the public entrance
a therear. That'swhy Vasudhevaisn't crushed instantly. The only people nearby are two men
grappling with each other, one dressed in velvet finery, the other in bloodstained buckskins, each
trying to dig fingersinto his opponent's eyes. Here and there within the crowd other fistfights thump
and bellow, but most people are smply trying to get out, to escape the trampling maob.

Things crunch under their feet. They could be Gifts dropped in the panic; they could be bones.
No onelooks down to see.

Vasudheva stands frozen in the doorway. A priest staggers up to him from the hal, squeezes
roughly past into the refuge of the vestry, and cries, "Close the door, close the door!" He bleeds from
agash on hisforehead.

Behind the priest comes awoman, doing her best to walk steadily though her clotheshangin
shreds and blood oozes from wounds al over her body. Where her arms should be, she haswings.
Wings. Vasudheva steps aside for her to pass, his mind struck numb as adeegpwalker's. Bhismu drags
both the woman and the high priest back into the vestry, and damsthe door shut.

The noise of theriot vanishes. Thereis only the whimpering of the injured priest, and the heavy
bresthing of severa bishops whose fear makes them pant like runners.

"Sit down, St down," Bhismu says. Vasudhevaturns, but Bhismu isholding out achair to the
woman. Who shouldn't even be here—women are forbidden to enter the temple beyond the outer
hall.

Shel'saNortherner, her hair black and braided, her skin the color of tanned deerhide... young, in
her twenties. Bhismu's age. Vasudheva can't believe anyone would find her attractive—she'stoo tall
and bony, and her noseis crooked, asif it was broken, then set haphazardly.

Vasudheva keeps his eyes off the wings. There's no doubt they're beautiful, exquiste—dim asa
swift's, abundant with feathers. For amoment, VVasudheva has avision of the bird kingdom parading
past this woman, each presenting feathers for these wings. eagles clawing out sharp brown pinions,
hummingbirds poking their beaksinto their cheststo pluck soft down the color of blood; and crows,



doves, finches, jays, each offering their gifts until the woman faces a hegp of featherstaler than her
head, and still the birds come, geese, facons, owls, wrens, adding to the motley pile, dl colors, al
szes, herons, plovers, swalows, larks, al bowing down like supplicants before an angel.

Vasudheva shakes his head angrily. A high priest can't afford to indulge hisimagination. Thisis
no angd. Thisisjust somewoman from atribe of savages. Shekilled alot of birds, sewed their
feathersinto wings, then brought those wings to the Reckoning. No doubt she started theriot in the
first place. Pretending to be an angel is blagphemy; the people must have attacked in outrage as she
came forward for blessing.

Bhismu knedls beside her and dabs the hem of his deeve at awound on her cheek. He smiles
warmly at her and murmurs soft encouragements: "This one doesn't look bad, this one's deeper, but
itsclean....”

Vasudhevafinds the expresson on Bhismu's face unbecoming. Must he Ssmper so?"Y ou can
help her more by getting a proper Hedler," the high priest tells him. "The sooner the better. Now."

Reluctantly, Bhismu rises. For some moments, he stands like aman bewitched, gazing at the
specks of blood that mar the whiteness of hisdeeve. "Now," Vasudhevarepeats. Suddenly the
bewitchment lifts and Bhismu sprints out of the vestry, off down the corridor.

"We must make the woman go back to the hall," saysavoice a Vasudhevas ear. " She shouldn't
beinthis part of thetemple."

The words echo the high priest's thoughts. When he turns, however, he seesthe spegker is
Bishop Niravati, aman who lovesto widld his piety like abludgeon. Niravati has dways been too
quick to proclaim right and wrong; he conducts himself asif he were the voice of the gods on earth.

"She may stay aslong as necessary,” Vasudheva says. Bishops must never forget who makes
the decisionsin thistemple. "Sending her back to the hal now would be close to murder. And she's
injured. Tivi commands usto minister to the sick, Niravati; did you skip catechism classthe day that
was discussed?”

Severa other bishops chuckle. Good. Niravati will note who they are and later take revenge.
Vasudheva foments feuds among the bishops whenever possible: dividing one's opponentsis ussful.
And entertaining.

The woman has watched this interchange with no expression on her face. Perhgps she'sin
shock... but she gives the impression of understanding it al and smply not caring. For abaseborn
woman, she's remarkably unmoved being surrounded by the highest patriarchs of thefaith. "What's
your name?' Vasudheva asks her.

"Hakkoia"

"From aNortherner tribe?"

"From the Bleached Mountains."

Vasudheva doesn't know if this denotes a specific tribe or merely aplace—his knowledge of the



world outside Cardis begins and ends with the names of the bishoprics. "What happened in the hal?*
he asks.

"There werefights. People threw things at me." She wipes blood from her chin.

“Why did they throw things?"

"It was demong!" the injured priest bursts out. Father Amaran. He's been huddling on adivan,
hugging himsdlf asif cold, but now helegpsto hisfeet and beginsto babble. "Down in the kitchens... |
can't get astraight story out of anyone but at confession... demons, they've released demons. In the
soup.”

Even Niravati drops his eyesin embarrassment. It'sone thing for apriest to rail about demonsto
thelaity, quite another to bring up the subject among peers. Vasudheva envisons Amaran dying years
from now as aworkaday priest in some remote parish, and being able to put hisfinger on the exact
moment when he destroyed his career.

"l saw no demons,”" Hakkoia saysin the silence that follows Amaran's gaffe. "l saw aman who
was jealous of my wings. A man in the crowd—I don't know who he was. He wore fine clothes but
his gift was petty and small. He stirred the others to attack me."

"Demons are decaitful,” Vasudheva sayslightly. "The man may have been ademon in disguise.
Or someone possessed by demons.” The high priest has no intention of asking Hakkoia to identify the
man who attacked her. If he wore fine clothes, he was probably anoble or the representative of a
guild. Arresting such aman would have repercussions. Besides, everyone could fed thetensionin the
ar tonight. Theriot wasinevitable, and assgning blameis besde the point. "Niravati," he says, "help
thiswoman take off those wings. Shelll be more comfortable without them.”

Hakkoialooks miserable as the wings are removed. But she says nothing.

Soon Bhismu arrives with old Lharksha, teacher of Hedling to three generations of acolytes.
Lharkshasslver hair iswildly tangled, and hisbleary eyesblink asif he'sjust been roused from a
deep deep. Vasudheva can't remember Lharkshaever looking otherwise; day or night, the man
aways seemsfresnly rumpled.

"Lharksha..." Father Amaran begins, stepping forward and lifting hishand to the cut in his
forehead. But Bhismu pullsthe Hedler onward to the woman and beginsto inventory her wounds.
Amaran looks asif heisgoing to demand attention; but then he subsides and dumps back onto the
nearest divan.

The Heder sayslittle ashe examines Hakkoia: "Doesthis hurt? Lift your arm, please. Can you
lift it higher? Doesit hurt?' Hakkoia answers his questionsin monosyllables. When Lharksha asksiif
something hurts, she dways says no.

The othersin the room say nothing. They watch avidly as L harksha prods Hakkoia's body and
smears save on her skin. The shredded remains of her clothes are discarded; sometimes they have to
be cut away with scissors when the blood has crusted them in place. The men watch. Bit by bit, her



body is stripped, cleaned, clothed again with crisp white bandages. The men make no sound, except
for occasiondly clearing their throats.

Vasudheva watches himself watching her. He's no stranger to the bodies of women—women
are frequently offered to him as bribes. Hakkoia doesn't compare to the professiond beauties he's
seen, and he can view her with dispassionate gppraisal. The bishops, on the other hand... Vasudheva
looks around &t the hunger on their faces and chucklesinwardly. Niravati isunconscioudy licking his
lips. Bishops aren't bribed as often as the high priest.

Vasudhevaturns toward Bhismu and sees the young man has averted his eyes.

In that moment, VasudhevaredizesBhismuislost. Theredizationisaprickly heet that crinkles
up through Vasudheva's shoulders and leaves his ears burning. He fdlt thisway fifty years ago when
he was caught stealing a coin from the poor box. It'safedling of guilt and pure anima desperation, the
piercing desire to reverse time and erase the past few minutes.

Bhismuisin lovewith Hakkoia. Why e sewouldn't helook? A healthy young man should relish
the opportunity to see awoman naked. Even if he's zealoudly trying to live up to adeacon's vows, he
should peek from timeto time or at least show signs of temptation. But not Bhismu. Hisface shows
neither lust nor the struggle againgt lust.

Bhismuinlove... Vasudhevaaverts his eyes.

"The woman may stay the night in thisroom," V asudheva says, bresking the sllence. Heads turn
sharply toward him. "When the trouble dies down next door, collect any Giftsthat are intact and
arrange them at the front of the hall. Clear out the broken ones and throw them on Tivi'sflame. If
there have been desths, save the bodies; I'll give them public blessing before we return them to their
next of kin. Inthe morning. I'll judge the Giftsin the morning too. Everything in the morning.” He holds
out hisarm. "Bhismu, take me back to my chambers.”

Bhismu isrductant to leave. As heleads the high priest away, the young man keeps glancing at
Hakkoia back over his shoulder. Vasudhevathinks, Now he looks. Couldn't he have looked
before?

Bhismu's body is till warm, hisbearded cheek till inviting, but the high priest takes no pleasure
in holding the young man's arm. Vasudheva needs no human escort; heis escorted by his demons
who bear him up, quicken hisstride, carry him aong.

Vasudheva can't deep. He paces around his desk, arguing with himself. IsBhismu redly in love?
Could it just be some kind of chivalrous arousal, areaction to the sght of ayoung woman in trouble?
And why should ahigh priest be so concerned about a nobody like Bhismu? Bhismu has no brain, no
political power; he'sjust abeard that begsto bekissed. A pretty trinket, nothing more. A high priest
can't let himself get distracted by trifles.

But VVasudheva pictures Hakkoia dying. Not dying with aknifein the throat, or choking from
poison, or strangling by garrote, judt... dying.



Vasudhevaimagines the wings burning in Tivi'sflame. They will sputter and crackle e firgt, then
catch firewith aroar. The smdl will be hideous.

Destroying thewingswill be nearly as good as killing the woman hersdlf, but entirely free of
blame. He can imagine the look on her face as she sees the wings burn.

Sometime after midnight, V asudheva opens the secret drawer of his desk and takes out the
presents from the silveramiths. All three are exquisite, but he may have to part with one. In order for
the guild's clasp to be accepted by the gods, there must be asample downstairsin the hall. If theriot
destroyed the origind sample, Vasudhevamust supply anew one.

Wigtfully, Vasudhevatoys with the necklace, the bracelet, the dagger. 1t will irk him to part with
any of thethree, but if necessary it should be the dagger—fewer gems. Hell take it downstairs and
dipitinwith the other Gifts. No doubt the slveramithswill recognize the generosity of this sacrifice
and offer appropriate compensation.

Hefindsthat descending the Saircase done is more difficult than he remembers. Theredization
scares him; he doesn't want to depend on Bhismu or anyone else. But no, he's not wesk, just tired.
He needs deep, that'sadl.

Ashe nearsthe vestry, he redlizes Hakkoiawill be there. Why didn't he remember her before?
His thoughts wander too much these days. But Hakkoia can't stop him from going to the hdl. She
may not even notice him; she's probably adeep.

And he has the dagger.

Vasudheva draws the blade dowly from the sheath. It glintsin thelight of the torchesthat flicker
on thewall. He can't remember ever testing its blade before. He didesit dong the edge of atapestry
that shows Tivi setting the templ€e's cornerstone at the very center of the world. The dagger effortlesdy
dicesoff agtrip of cloth ornamented with dancing angels. The blade isfunctiona aswell as ornate.

Vasudheva wonders how soundly Hakkoia deeps.

But as he stedls down the corridor that leads to the vestry, he finds Hakkoiais not deeping at dl.
Low voices come from the room, one mae, one female. Vasudheva closes his eyes and praysthat the
man isnot Bhismu; it may be the most fervently Vasudheva has prayed in years.

But, of coursg, it is Bhigmu.

They aren't in each other'sarms. Both are fully dressed. Hakkoia sits on one of the divans, her
spine as sraight and strong as ajavelin. Bhismu sitson thefloor at her feet, his head leaning against
her thigh. Thewingslie across Hakkoias Iap like a chastity belt.

No one has heard Vasudheva's quiet approach. Standing just outside the room, he can listen to
their conversation. Bhismu is describing how hisfather beet him for every thought or action that might
have kept him out of the priesthood. Vasudheva has never heard the man speak of such things;
despite amonth of cultivating Bhismu'strust, Vasudheva has never regped such secrets. And Hakkoia



isnt doing anything. She barely spesks. Her attitude suggests sheis merely tolerating his attentions;
her mind isesewhere.

"| could leave the priesthood,”" Bhismu says. "Vasudhevaisfond of me. Hell release me from my
vowsif | ask. Hetellsmeal thetime I'm hisfavorite. He gives me presents, and..."

Vasudheva steps angrrily into the room. "Enough!™ he says. "Enough!”

Bhismu blushes guiltily. He jerks away from the woman and dides quickly aong the floor until
he's more than an arm'slength from her. Hakkoiabarely reactsat al; she only lifts her chinto look the
high priest in the eye. Her gaze assesses him thoughtfully. Vasudhevawonders what sort of things
Bhismu said about him before he arrived, but thereisno timefor speculation. "I am not the one who
can release adeacon from hisvows,” Vasudheva says, glaring at Bhismu. "Only Tivi may do that. And
| don't think Tivi will beinclined to grant such adigpensation to agiripling who fancieshimself in love
because he's seen awoman's naked flesh. Aren't you ashamed of yoursalf? Aren't you?”

Bhismu seemsto waver on the edge of surrender. His eyes are lowered, his hands tremble. But
then the hands clench and he shakes his head like a fighter throwing off the effects of a punch. "I
haven't done anything to be ashamed of." Hisvoice isamost awhisper, but thereisno submissonin
it. "I haven't done anything."

"What would your father think of this?' VVasudheva demands. "Alone with awoman in the middle
of the night. And on holy ground!™

Bhismu cringes. But Hakkoiadaps her hand down on the divan with aloud smack. "I'm not
some corrupting evil," she says. "'I'm not one of these demons you talk about, the kind you can blame
but can't see. Thisground isjust as holy aswhen | arrived. If it was holy then. Why do you carry a
knife?"

Vasudheva's anger surges. It's been years since anyone dared to talk to him so accusingly.
People like Bhismu hold him in awe; people like Niravati are too conniving to be blunt. He's on the
verge of cdling thewarders, of consigning Hakkoia to the dungeons as punishment for her
disrespect... but he realizes he can't do so in front of Bhismu. No violence, no crudty, ever, in front of
Bhigmu.

Besdes, violenceis never morethan alast resort. A prudent man finds other waysto eiminate
problems.

"Bhismu," Vasudhevasaysin acamer voice, "l think you should go to the chapel and pray.”

The young man seems to have recovered some backbone, thanksto Hakkoiaswords. "l
haven't done anything to be ashamed of," he says again.

"Good for you," Vasudhevareplies. "But | heard you talk about renouncing your vows, and
that's grave business. No, no"—the high priest holds up his hand to forestall a protest—"1'm not
accusing you of sn. But thisis something you should think about very serioudy. Y ou should be sure
it'swhat you want and what's best for you. For you, for your family, for everyone. That'sonly right,
isntit?'



"Yes" Bhismu says. He soundslike alittle boy, till defiant inside but momentarily cowed.
Vasudhevathinks of ruffling Bhismu's hair the way he has seen parents do with their children, but he
restrains his hands.

AsBhismu turnsto go, Hakkoiatellshim, "I'm staying with the family of Wakkatomet, the
leatherworker. Elbow Street, near the Tin Market. They're Northerners; they're very glad when
people cometo call.”

Bhismu's face bloomsinto a grin. He thanks Hakkoia profusely and leaves with a capering step.
Heis so beautiful, so radiantly beautiful, Vasudhevathinks. It breaks my heart.

"Why did you tel him whereyou live?' Vasudhevaasks when Bhismu isgone. "Y ou aren't
interested in him.”

"He said he was worried about my injuries,”" Hakkoia answers. "He's concerned about my
hedlth. | thought he might rest more eadlly if he checked on mefrom timeto time. To seethat | was
wdl."

Vasudheva conceds asmile. He knows she's lying; she told Bhismu where to find her because
she wanted to seeif he would actually doit. To seeif she had power over him. Thisisawoman ahigh
priest can understand. "L harkshaisthe best Hedler in the city,” he says. Y our hedlth isn't in danger,
believeme"

Hakkoia's eyesflick to the dagger the high priest fill holdsin his hand. Sheraises an eyebrow
questioningly.

"A Gift," hetdlsher, "that's dl. The sheath has anew type of clasp created by the slversmiths
guild. I wasreturning it to the hall to put with the other Gifts."

"Thereare no other Gifts" she says. "The priest, Amaran—nhetold me nothing survived the
rampage.”

"Nothing except this dagger,” V asudheva corrects her.

"And my wings"

Thewings il lie across her |ap. Her hands rest on the feathers, caressing them, stroking them.

"Arethe wings hard to make?' Vasudheva asks.

"My people bdieve humans are born with only half asoul,” Hakkoiareplies. "When achild has
learned how to dance, she must go in search of an anima who iswilling to provide the other haf. | am
now of eagle blood, and flight fillsmy heart. | have studied the wings of every bird; | have gathered
their feathers; | have learned their calls. The wings were not hard for me to make.”

"So you intend to make yoursdf rich sdling wings?'Y ou and your leatherworker friends?’
Vasudhevashrugs. "Y oull probably do well. The nobles of Cardis are dways eager for novelties, and



flying will certainly apped to them. Though most of them arelazy. Isflying hard work?"
"] don't know."
Vasudhevalooks at her in amazement. "Y ou've never tried the wings?'

"l have," she answers, and the boldnessin her gaze disappearsfor thefirst time. "They don't
work."

Suddenly, fiercdly, she stands; the wingsfal off her lap and thud heavily to the floor. She picks
them up, thrusts them out toward the high priest. "If they could fly, would | bring them to this stinking
hateful city? Cardislaw means nothing in the mountains—I would fly the pesks and valeys, and to hell
with the priestswho say no. But your gods... your holy Tivi who'sterrified of new things, he'sthe one
who's keeping me on the ground. The Queen of Eaglestold methisin adream. So I've comefor
Tivi'sblessng, and when | haveit, I'll soar away from Cardisforever.”

She's mad, Vasudhevathinks. No Northerner is completely sane, but this woman goesfar
beyond the fanatic adoration of animals for which Northerners are famed. Thereis no Queen of
Eagles! There could be aking—certain margina writingsimply there are kings of many mammal
species, and that might extend to birds. But if she expects officia recognitionisal that's required to
make flightlesswings soar...

Her eyesglitter wildly. When she speaks of flying, you noticeit: the glint of obsession.
Vasudheva has seen it often through the years—priests who appear entirely balanced until you broach
some subject that rouses their lunacy. Perhaps he himself isthat way about Bhismu. How often hashe
muttered under his breath that he's acting obsessed, irrational ?

Thoughtfully, Vasudheva strokes his beard. "If these wings are accepted as Tivi's Gift, youll
leavethe city?" he asks.

"Like adovefleeing from crows.

He nods. "Bring the wingsto my chambers at sunrise. In the tower. The warderswill show you
the way—I'll tell them to let you pass. The crowd will be waiting in the courtyard for my
announcement. I'll proclaim your wingsto be Tivi's choice and let you have your firg flight from my

ba cony."

She hugs the wingsto her chest and amiles. It isadangerous smile, amad amile. "Thank you,"
shesays "I'll leave, | promise. Bhismu will soon forget me."

Only years of experiencelet him hide hisaarm at her words. She knows too much. Bhismu,
innocent Bhismu, must have told her enough that she could deduce the truth. The dagger istill in his
hand... but sunrise will be soon enough. If the wingswork, she leaves; but the wingswill not work.
Vasudheva knows how little real magic thereisin Tivi'sblessing.

The slveramithswill be annoyed when their Gift is not chosen; but they can be mallified. A big
order of new chalices, bells, censers. Silver soup bowlsfor the acolytes, silver platesfor the priests.
He nodsto himsdf, then sheaths the dagger and tucksit inside hisrobe.



"Tivi'sgraceonyou," Vasudheva saysto Hakkoia

"Thank you," she saysagain.

After tdlling the warders to escort Hakkoiato histower before sunrise, Vasudheva stops by the
chapd. All the candles have burned out; the only light is Tivi'sflame, flickering in the enormous hearth
at the front of the sanctuary. Therest of theroom isin blackness.

Bhismu lies before the flame, sound adeep. Theresa amile on hisface; no doubt he dreams of
Hakkoia, but VVasudheva can forgive him for that. The more Bhismu loves her, the more her death will
shake him and the more comforting hell need.

Helooks so vulnerable.

Without warning, awave of passion sweeps over Vasudhevas heart, and he is bending to the
ground, Bhismu will never fed it, akiss on the cheek, the beard, one kiss stolen in the night, flesh, lips,
and yes! Bhismu's curls are soft, and warmed by Tivi's own flame. The kissislike asacrament, holy,
blessed. Another kiss, thistime on thelips... but no more, no more, helll wake up, one more, it
doesn't matter, he's deeping so soundly ...

Something rustlesin the back of the chapd, and Vasudhevaisimmediately on hisfeet, peering
into the shadows. |s there someone on the bench in the farthest corner? V asudheva strides down the
ade, hisentire body trembling with rage. Reluctant to wake up Bhismu, he whispers, "Who are you?"
with piercing harshness.

"Duroga, S, Your Holiness," avoice whispers back. "Junior cook downin the...."
"What are you doing here?"
"Praying, Y our Holiness." Thewhisper isfull of fear.

"In the middle of the night? More likely, you cameto sted. What did you want? The sacramental
slver?'

"No, Your Holiness, no! I'm praying. For forgiveness. | burned mysdlf on the soup cauldron and
| said... | spoke profandly. The words released demons, | know they did. Theriot wasal my fault.
And everyone acting so oddly, it's the demons making everyone..."

Vasudheva daps the cook's face, once, very hard. His palm stings after the blow and the stinging
fedsgood.

"Listen to me, junior cook," Vasudhevasays. "Y ou did not release any demons. If demonsexist
a al, they have moreimportant things to do than flock about when some peasant burns his thumb.
Understand?’ He grabs the front of the cook's robe and shakes the man. Duroga's teeth clack
together with the violence of thejostling. ™Y ou want to hear something? Y ou want to hear?"

Vasudhevabeginsto curse. Every profanity learned as a child, every foul oath overheard in the



vicious quarters of Cardis, every blagphemy that snners atoned for in the confessiond, words
tumbling out of the high priest's mouth with the ease of alitany, dl tightly whispered into Durogasface
until the cook’s cheeks are wet with spittle and his eyes weeping with fear. The words spill out, here
before Tivi's own hearth, the most sacred place in the universe and so the most vulnerable... but no
demons come, not one, because hell is as empty as heaven and the void hears neither curses nor
prayers. Vasudheva knows; he's been the voice of the gods on earth for twenty-three years and not
once has he spoken aword that didn't come from his own brain, his own guts, his own endless
scheming. Wasn't there atime when he prayed some god would seize his tongue and speak through
him? But thefirgt thing ever to seize histongue isthis cursing, on and on until he can no longer draw
enough bresth to continue and he rel eases the cook, throws him onto the floor, and gasps, "Now let
me hear no more talk of demong!”

Without waiting for areaction, Vasudheva staggers out to the corridor. His heart pounds and his
head spins, but he fed's cleansed. Duroga must meet with an accident in the near future, but it can
walt, it can wait. Vasudheva has kissed Bhismu, has dedlt with Hakkoia... has faced his demons.

Climbing the tower steps, he fedshis soul flies upward, dragging hisfeeble body behind. His

soul has huge wings, and as he redsinto his chambers, he hasavision of the bird kingdom parading
past him, each presenting feathers for those wings: eagles, hummingbirds, crows....

A loud knocking comes at the door. Vasudhevawakes, aching in every bone. He has spent the
night on the floor; he never reached the bed. Now the room is quickening with predawn light, gray
and aoof. Vasudhevashivers, though the day is already warm.

The knocking comes again. VVasudheva pulls himsdf to the bed. Off with the robe he still wears,
aquick rumpling of sheets, and then he cadlsout, "Comein.”

Bhismu enters. Vasudhevas smile of greeting for the man dies as Bishop Niravati and the cook
Duroga enter too.

"Good morning, Y our Holiness," Niravati says. The bishop's voice has none of its usua tone of
feigned deference. "Did you deep well?!

"Who isthis?' Vasudhevaasks, pointing a Duroga, though he remembers the cook quite clearly.

"HisnameisDuroga," Niravati says. "Last night he came to me with adisturbing tale about
demons. Demonsthat he thinks have possessed high-ranking officials of our temple.”

"He clamsto be able to sniff out demons?"

"No, Your Holiness, he's merely awitnessto their deeds. He saw agreat ded of their
handiwork in the chapdl last night.” Niravati glancestoward Bhismu. "A great ded "

"l wasthere" Bhismu says. "l saw nothing."

"Youwereadeep." Niravati smiles, asmile gloating with triumph. ™Y ou dept through quitealot.”



"Well, if you redly think there are demons loose," Vasudhevasays, "cal out the exorcigs." He
tries to sound mocking, but doesn't succeed. The trgpped feeling burnsin hisearsagain, guilt and

desperation.

"I've dready called the exorcigts,” Niravati says. "But | thought | should come directly to you on
another important matter. Y ou asked the warders to escort that woman Hakkoiato your chambers
thismorning...."

Bhismu looks sartled. "Y ou did?’

"Her wingsare Tivi's chosen Gift thisyear," Vasudhevareplies. "No other Gift survived. |
thought it would please the people to see her fly from my balcony.”

"No doubt it would be exciting," Niravati says. "But with So much concern about demons, surely
it'srash to let awoman vigt your room. Thelaity isnot in amood to accept... deviationsfrom
common practice.”

Vasudheva knows he must rebuke Niravati now, immediately. To hesitate for another second
will prove he'safraid. (Does Niravati know about the kisses? He must. Bhismu lay inthelight of Tivi's
fire; Duroga could see everything.)

But Vasudheva is afraid. The people are used to the clergy sporting with women—order ande
in any tavern of Cardis, and before your glassis empty, you'll hear someonein theroom telling ajoke
about lascivious priests. Such joking is good-natured, amost fond. However, to be caught kissng a
man... of course, there would be no tria, no public punishment, for ahigh priest could not be
convicted on theword of ajunior cook. But there would be insolence from the novices; too much sat
in every medl; clothesthat came back dirty from the temple laundry; conversations that went slent as
the high priest entered the room.

He couldn't stand that. He couldn't stand aworld that didn't respect or fear him.

Vasudhevasighs heavily. "Y ou have apoint, Niravati. Hakkoiawill haveto fly from some other
height. Perhapsthe bell tower of the City Council?"

Niravati shakes hishead. "The people are gathering in the courtyard below us. They expect you
to announce the Gift from your balcony here. That'sthe tradition.”

"I could wear thewings," Bhismu says suddenly.
"No!" Vasudheva's voice cracks.
"But | could!" the young maninssts. "l want to. For Hakkoias sake."

"Anexcelent idea," Niravati says, clgpping Bhismu on the shoulder. "'l should have thought of it
mysdf."

"She taked to me about flying," Bhismu says excitedly. " She says she has eagle blood. The way
she spoke of eagles... asif shewerein lovewith them... please, Y our Holiness, let mefly in her
place.”



"Yes, let him, Your Holiness," Niravati says. "It would show your... good faith.”

Vasudhevalooks at Bhismu's eager face and remembers warm curls, soft lips. "All right,” the
high priest says. "Go get thewings.”

Heturnsaway quickly. Another second, and Bhismu's grateful expression will wring tearsfrom
the high priest'seyes.

"People of Cardid"

Therim of the sun isemerging over the rooftops. Only thosein the tower can seeit; five Sories
lower, the city is il in shadow. But men and women crowd the courtyard, their heads craned up to
watch the high priest's bal cony. Every onlooker wears some small finery—anew ribbon inthe hair, a
patch of bright cloth sewn on the shirt directly over the heart.

Hakkoia must be in the crowd somewhere, but VVasudheva doesn't see her. His eyes water; he
can't focus on any of the faces below.

"People of Cardis!" he repeats. "Asyou may have heard, many of the intended Giftswere
destroyed last night in aterrible commotion. A commotion we believe was caused by demons.”

At Vasudhevasback, Niravati murmurs, "That'sright.”

"But through Tivi's heavenly grace," Vasudheva continues, "one Gift was spared. That Gift isthe
one the gods have chosen to accept thisyear. A Gift that is nothing lessthan the gift of flight!"

Bhismu steps onto the bal cony, arms high and outspread to show the wings he wears. The
crowd stirswith wonder as the feathers catch the dawning sunlight, catch the soft breeze blowing
down from the hills. Bhismu glistenslike dew, so pure, so clean.

Vasudheva can see Bhismu's arms tremble as they try to support the weight of thewings. The
wings arefar too heavy; they'll never fly.

Bhismu grins, eager to leap out over the crowd. He waggles awing to someone; it must be
Hakkoia, though Vasudheva till can't pick her out. Bhismu no doubt intendsto fly afew circles
around the tower, then land at the woman's fest.

He's so beautiful.

Vasudhevalifts his hand to touch the young man'shair. Assimple asthat, atotaly naturd
gesiure. Bhismu turnsand smiles; he must think it'sasign of encouragement.

Niraveti clears histhroat disapprovingly. "Y our Holiness..." he murmurs.
And suddenly Vasudhevais angry, righteoudy angry, a Niravati, a himsdf, a al thosewho try

to lever people away from love. All the scheming conniving bishops, and otherslike Bhismu'sfather
who trample over affection on their way to meaningless goas. Love demands enough sacrificesin



itself; no one should impaose additional burdens. One should pay the price of love and no more.
Andnoless
Vasudhevatouches Bhismu'sarm. "Take thewings off," he says. "Givethem to me."
A gtricken look of betraya crosses Bhismu'sface. "No!"
"Y ou can have the second flight. Warders!”

They grab him before he can jump. One warder looks at Niravati for confirmation of
Vasudhevas command; aready the bishop hasfollowers. Let him. Let him have the whole damned
temple. "Give methewingd" Vasudhevaroars.

They dide onto hisarmslike musty-smelling vestments, each as heavy asarug. Vasudhevacan
bardy lift hisarms. A warder helps him up to the balcony's parapet.

Vasudhevawould like to turn back, just for amoment, and say something to Bhismu, something
wise and loving and honest. But that would only burden his beloved with confusion and guilt. Best to
leaveit dl unsaid.

"With wingslikethese" the high priest calls out to the crowd, "aman could fly to heaven.”

Helaughs. He's il laughing as he legps toward the rising sun.

The Young Person's Guide to the Organism (Variations and
Fugue on a Classical Theme)

THEME: ORGANISM
(ALLEGRO MAESTOSO E LARGAMENTE)
(WITH GOOD SPEED, MAJESTIC AND SWEEPING)
A treat. Cometo the window. An Organism is passing the Outpost.
There, where my claw points. It isvery faint. It is nearly invisible because its skin abosorbs amost
all the electromagnetic radiation it recelves. Do you know what | mean by electromagnetic radiation?
And what el se besideslight? And what else? And what e se? Gammarays, child. Gammarays.

When you deep tonight, | will seethat you dream of physics.

Y ou cannot tell from thisview, but the Organism isvery large. Twelve kilometersiong, ten
kilometersin diameter a its midsection. That is comparable to the Outpost itself. It islarger than any



ship or orbital yet constructed by your race.

If you look closdly, you will seethat from timeto timeits skin glisens dightly with thin ghosts of
color. Itisbeautiful, isit not? A thing of splendor, though it isnearly invisble. It isblack, but comely.

Can you identify my dluson? The Song of Solomon. From a human celebration text. | have
made astudy of such texts, child; they hearten me. Whenever | despair that your raceis entirely
consumed by pettiness, the celebration texts remind me that humans a'so recognize greatness.

Recognize the greetness of this Organism, child. It is magnificent: huge, ancient, serene. When
such an Organism passes by, ephemera specieslike yourswill dream dreams and seevisons. Its
presence stirs aresonance within you; some races claim these crestures are the shadows of gods,
dowly gliding through our universe.

We do not know where this Organism comes from. It has been in deep space for centuries. If it
does not choose to settle down in Sol's system, it will travel many more centuries beforeit reaches
another star. It has been donealong time.

No... why should we stop it? We have no right to interfere. Onceit is past the Outpos, it is
within humean jurisdiction.

| don't understand your question. Why should it matter whether the humans can "handl€" the
Organism? Thisistheir sysem—they areits children and its magters. We will not tamper with human
affairs, not even "for their own good." We have neither the right nor the wisdom to meddle. Y ou
know that.

Y es, you are human yoursdlf, child, but only in the coils of your DNA. Inyour brain and heart
and soul, you are the chosen envoy of the League of Peoples. By the time humans step beyond the
edge of their system, you will be ready to serve asintermediary between our two races. But before
you can act, you must learn; and in order to learn, you must observe.

Observe the Organism asit passes, child. We do not know where it came from, nor can we
predict where it goes. We cannot tell how much it ismoved by ingtinct, how much by intellect... yet |

say unto you, Solomon in al hisglory was not arrayed as one of these. Y es, another dlusion. And
unfair to Solomon. | expect hewasamarvel himslf.

VARIATION A: LEVIATHAN
(PRESTO)
(VERY QUICKLY)
CONTACT: MAY 2038
Not so long ago, my darling girl, every freighter flying the Red Run had one cargo pod doing

duty as an Environment. Y ou wouldn't know what that was, would you? (Whoops, Granddah spilled
abit on your bib, didn't he? Let mewipeit off. Ahh, get your fingersout of it. It'sthetiniest fingersin



the world you have, yes, Colleen, yes, you do.)

An Environment was a piece of Earth, that'swhat it was. A sm-u-la-tion. Which isabig word
even for those of us who've mastered words like Mama and Dada and Granddah. (Granddah.
Grannnn-daaahhh. No? Oh, well.)

We sometimes had trouble with Mudside investors who thought the Environment was awaste of
our freight space, but those damned moneylenders had their thumbs up their... they were notorioudy
shortsighted, that'swhat they were. Y ou put yoursdf in the place of those miners on Mars. Which
would you rather have? Another few tons of bouillon and toothpaste? Or awalk through arose
garden smelling of perfume and peat moss, maybe anight forest rustling with rabbits and squirrels, or
amarsh with red-winged blackbirds fluting avay Cheeee-ri-ohhhhh! (Oh, you like that?
Cheeee-ri-ohhhh! Cheeee-ri-oh-oo-oh!)

Anyway, how it was, your ship was its Environment. (Take abig mouthful, that'smy girl.) The
Environment was your ship's trademark and you lived up to it. | remember a Japanese ship cdled the
Edo Maru—had a pretty little Shinto shrine, copy of afamous one on Mt. Fuji, | forget the templé's
name. But very pleasant and tranquil. Trouble was, the captain was this Swede, nice fellow redlly, but
hearty, you know, with the loudest voice God ever foisted on someone who didn't sing opera. Sort
of gave the ship asplit persondity. No one could take it serious.

Don't know what happened to the Edo. Got old, got sold, | guess. Not many aternativesto that
sory, are there?

Our ship was called the Peregrine, and our Environment was the deck of a Chinaclipper. A bit
different from the back-to-nature Environments, but very popular. We had sun, waves, gulls,
fresh-picked oolong in the hold. The kids could climb up into therigging. Adultstoo, for that
matter—miners would get one whiff of the breeze carrying the sdt smell of the Pecific and they'd be
clambering up the mast, forgetting the mines and the cold red desert, stretching those musclesthat
only get stretched when body and soul reach up together.

Once every docking, we'd run a storm—never broadcast when it would be, just let the sky start
to turn gray... and the excitement! The looks on the faces of the visitors when the clouds began to
cover the sun and folks knew they'd hit theright time! Then alightning flash in the distance, a count of
five, the rumble of thunder... waves heaping up and capping over, thewind rising to squall, the deck
rocking, our crew lashing everyoneto therailings asrollers came crashing over the bough... well, we
were alegend. Peregrine wasn't aclunk of afreighter looking like asow dangling twenty full tests,
but an honest-to-God clipper ship.

Not an easy imageto maintain, | tell you. Like the old masted clipper White Cloud, we couldn't
ever be late, or the mystique would be shattered. Other ships—Coventry, that was the one with the
rose garden—Coventry never docked on schedule. Once we saw it parked behind Phobos, passing
timetill it was overdue. It had its reputation, we had ours.

All of whichis preambleto the story I'm going to tell you, soon as you have another spoonful of
these beans. Or peas. This green dudge that lookslike it came out of some... out of the wrong end of
aherbivore. Mmmmm, yes, it'sgood, isn't it?

We may have had some beans and peas on board for the run I'm going to tell about. | don't



know. The manifests said we were carrying perishables, which meant they'd only be good for three or
four monthsin arefrigeration pod. The contract called for docking at Mars-Whed within ninety days
of departure, with alate pendty of ten percent of total fees per day... which wastough terms, let me
tell you. But we were the Peregrine and we had our reputation to uphold. Not to mentionrakingin a
pretty packet if we pulled the trick off.

We ran stripped, without a thimble more fuel than we needed and without a single spare part.
Normally weld carry enough gear to rebuild the entire engineif need be, not to mention duplicate
navigation and life support systems. But that meant extramass, and to make the Red Run in ninety
days, given the rdative positions of the Earth and Mars at that point... well, you don't want to hear
this. Anyway, | don't want to talk about it, which amountsto the same thing, don't it?

Wed run stripped twice before, and didn't like it any better the third time. Supertitioustypesin
the mess—and there are dways superdtitious types in the mess, that's as sure as death and
taxes—they said you couldn't get away lucky threetimesin arow. All of uswere jumpy, and me... it
was my last trip before retirement, and | thought sure the fates would cut me down. Passing awatch
alonein the control room, I'd say to myself, O'Nell, didn't you just hear the whine of the engines
change? Shouldn't the pitch of the turbines sound lower? And isn't there maybe akind of sour smell in
theair, not exactly like something burning, but maybethetiniest ek inaliquid fuel canigter... and I'd
dare at al the gauges, tap them sharp in case the needles were stuck, run diagnostics over and over
again wondering what I'd do if | actualy found something wrong, when dl dong, | knew the answer
was just bend over and kissmy... life good-bye.

So. It wasthe sixty-fifth day and | wasthe only one awake on the ship. Well, considering how
badly we were dl deeping that's probably not true, but | was the only crew member on duty, Sitting in
the control room and fretting over imagined catastrophes. | thought | was so keyed up I'd legp at
shadows; but suddenly, it dawned on me I'd been staring at ablip on the proximity screen for over a
minute without redlizing what that blip meant.

| jerked into action, grabbed aradio headset with shaking hands, and nearly shouted into the
mouthpiece, "Attention, nearby vessd, thisis merchant freighter Peregrine traveling stripped, repest
stripped, en route to Mars-Whed. Please yield. Repeat, pleaseyidd. Over." Which meant | wanted
the other vessdl to do whatever maneuvering was needed to avoid collision, because we intended to
keep dead on course.

There was aslence that felt long, but | wasn't near calm enough to wait more than a heartbest. |
repeated mysdf three times without getting an answer, dl the while watching the blip. It seemed to be
growing, aspeck that grew like agrain of ricein water and kept growing, to maggot, to beetle, to
moth; but faint, ghostly faint, asif it was barely there. Too big for another freighter, but nothing like an
asteroid, nothing like any chunk of space debris I'd ever seen. My hand hovered over the klaxon
button, ready to send a panic through the ship, but | was too scared and unsure to sound the alarm. |
doubted what | saw. | kept saying under my breath, I'm dreaming, 1've snapped, it can't be.

It took along time for the object to show on the visua monitors. When it did, it was ahuge egg,
bigger than Mars-Whed itsdlf, but so black | could only seeit asablot lumbering acrossthe
starscape. It was the biggest damned ship my eyes ever saw, and | knew it hadn't been constructed
by human hands.

We passed within ten klicks of it, and | did nothing but watch. Never turned on the video



recorders. Never cdled another soul aswitness. | don't know why. After the edge dulled on my
terror, | wasoveral cam. | didn't want to share thisthing. It was something like amiracle, and | saw
it asapromise the run would end al right. Ah, my darling, | was the man in the clipper's crow's nest
catching sght of Leviathan itsdf in the quiet dark, and taking comfort there are great and strange
mysteriesin the places between shores. The degps are unfathomable, which isa pun and apromise
and atreasure and atruth. Near ten years have passed, but the wonder's fill in me. And maybeit'll
rub off on you, Colleen, my other wonder. Yes. Yes.

Now well mop off this pretty little mouth and say dl gone, get rid of the nice bib that Granddah
messed up, and then welll seeif we can find where your mother hides the diapers. All right? All right.

VARIATION B: NESSIE
(LENTO)
(SLOWLY)
CONTACT: JULY 2038
My Dear Grandchild Ashworth,

The doctorstell mel shall not live to see you born; and athough a sensible man puts as much
faith in doctors as he doesin pam-readers and politicians, | am inclined to believethemin this
particular matter. When | lieawake a night, | can fed theloosening of the strings that tie meto life.
They unravel quietly; | haveyet to decideif death isbeing gentle or merely sedthy.

But to the business at hand. Have you read those stories where someone puts amessagein a
bottle and throws it into the sea? Asaboy, | loved those tales. We lived a hundred miles from the
coast and had no money for traveling; but one autumn day when | was twelve, | tucked an old wine
bottle into my knapsack and thumbed aride with alorry heading toward the ocean.

Two hourslater | was standing on the edge of a deserted beach where along cement pier
stretched over the water. It was overcast and cold—I hadn't thought to bring a sweater—but my
blood was singing with exhilaration. | ran dong the sand and danced with the waves, each bresker
different, each filled with water from adistant shore. It was one of the two perfect momentsin my life.

When | had burned off the hottest fires of my eation, | threw myself down at the end of the pier
and watched flotsam nudge againgt the pylons below me. After awhile, | got out my bottle, my pen,
and anotepad, and tried to decide what to write for my note. Y ou may laugh at me (I do myself now
and then), but 1'd given no thought to this aspect of the adventure. The important thing, you see, was
just to send sometiny bit of mysdlf off into the unknown... to think that my bottle might be retrieved
by apearl diver off Honshu, or tangleitsalf in amackerel net on the Grand Banks off Newfoundland,
or founder in astorm rounding the Cape of Good Hope. | could point to any spot on the globe and
think, there, right there, apart of me could be there.

Do you know what | findly wrote? HA HA. ITSME. HELLO!!!



| didn't even Ssgn my name. In the back of my mind, | worried someone might find the bottle,
track me down, and say, "Well, boy, your bottle got al the way to Brazil, isn't that splendid?’ But it
wouldn't be splendid at dll. 1t would collgpse my dream to sometiny redity. | wanted the world, not
one paltry patch of sand.

Yearslater, | found myself owner and master of the good ship Coventry, amerchant freighter
plying the silent dark between Earth and Mars with cargoes of teaand silk and spice... not to mention
toothpicks, pencils, toilet tissue, and other mundane needs of life. It was a staid and gentedl existence:
months of dow cam followed by acheerful arriva a the colony, where everyone was your friend and
happy to meet you. The Coventry was aways eagerly awaited.

Likemost lives, | suppose, my liferolled along uneventfully. Our contracts were unashamedly
pedestrian—I |eft to others the dangerous chemicals, the refined fission tubes, the lucrative
perishables. Other ships might save money by gambling that an aging guidance systiem would last one
more run; but the owners of those ships didn't ride in them. We spent more money on maintenance
than we had to, but we never found oursel ves stopped in the middie of amillion miles of emptiness.

Except once. And that was by my command.

Halfway through an unexceptiond run, | was summoned to the bridge by our second mate, a
mercuriad sort of woman named Rachel who amused the wardroom by taking up anew hobby on
every run: oil painting, algebraic topology, playing the oboe... it was something different each time.
This particular trip, she'd been dabbling with some of the new |ong-range sensor equi pment that was
just then coming onto the market (L.ord knows where she got the money to buy it) and she'd detected
alarge anomaly some three hundred miles off our course. Did she have my permission to investigate?
Wel, certainly; our schedule wasflexibility itsef.

| can't say what we expected to find. Humanity was new enough to spacefaring that we
congtantly encountered oddities, most of them fdling into the category of "yet another oddly pitted
rock with amildly unusud radar profile." However, when wefindly closed on the anomaly, we
discovered it was anything but mundane.

It was agiant: teardrop-shaped, black asthe night it drifted through... al the grandeur and
mystery of the universe made solid and riding silently before us. Like meeting the dear old Loch Ness
monster—something that ought to exi<, evenif it'simpossble.

Almost twenty years have passed and till | cannot decideif it wasaship or asingle giant
creature, if it was dive or dead. Onething | know: it was not some oddly pitted rock.

Rachd looked at it with something like terror in her eyes. She could not bring hersalf to spesk.
"Dock by it," | said without hesitation. "Tell the crew it'sonly adrill. | want thiskept secret.”
"Isit safe?’ she asked.

"Dowhat | ak, please, Rachel. Let's consider thisan order, shdl we?'

While she brought the ship about and matched vel ocities with the anomaly, | put on aVac/suit
and found some chalk. | wasin agtate of burning excitement, fully divefor the second timeinmy life.



Yes, child. | went out the airlock, legpt through the void to the anomay's flesh, and scrawled
huge letters on its midnight scles HA HA. ITSME. HELLO!!

Now I, Gerald Ashworth, own the universe. That's how | fed. Perhaps the mystery will reach
some far-off planet and start some new life cycle; perhapsit will fal into asun or black hole; perhaps

it will smply drift on until the great enfolding embrace of the cosmos reunites al matter and energy at
the end of time. A little piece of me rides through the universe's depths, and makes them pregnant with

possibility.

Only you and | know this secret. | was out of sight of the Coventry when | wrote the message;
Rachel must have been curious, but didn't ask questions. | begged her to tell no one what we had
seen, and she agreed.

S0, you may ask, why am | telling thisto an unborn grandchild when I've kept it secret from
everyone el se? Because you are a complete unknown. Maybe you'll be agreat leader, or an artist, or
ascientist; maybe you'll be amodest factory worker; maybe you'll beacrimina, or aluntic, or a
doctor. A world of possihility.

| shdl put thisletter into an envelope and leave it for you to open on your eighteenth birthday. |
own the Earth and | own the universe. Through you, | can own the future.

HAHA. ITSME. HELLO!!!

VARIATION C: ANGEL
(FURIOSO)
(FURIOUSLY)
CONTACT: JULY 2038

I anin hel you arein hdl thisishell wearedl in hell. Amen.

Say amen.

Say it!

Y our voice sounds young today, demon. What are you pretending to be thistime?

Simon Esteban. A student. Student of what, psychology or demonology? Never mind, that was
ajoke. | havealot of psychology students visit me, Simon Esteban. Y ou'd think | wasthe only

madwoman on Mars.

Yes| know I'mon Marsand | know I'min hell. Do | contradict myself? Very well, | contradict
mysdf. | amlarge... | contain multitudes. My nameisLegion, for many demons have entered me.

That'sin the gospds. "Gospe" means "good news."



My other nameis Rachd. "Rachd" means " Gentle innocent.”
| enjoy irony as much asthe next person.

I'm not what you expected, am |, Simon Esteban? Different from textbooks, different from case
sudies, different from typica profiles.

| can't imagine you'll ask any of the right questions. Y ou'll start on my childhood, toilet-training,
who fucked mefirgt, and dl that sewage. Do you want to know why | blinded myself? Do you want
to know why | dug fishhooks into my eyesand pulled with al my strength, yes picture that, Simon
Esteban, you with your eyeswhole and round, picture the sight of the points hovering a hairs-breadth
away, the clean dividing line between past and future as the points touch the corneas, the moment of
resi stance from the lens, then dig, pull, shred, so fast and strong the pain can't stop you soon enough,
and thelittle sucking durping pop asitisall over and sight gushes out in aflood... do you want to
know why | did it? Because Oedipus did. The real Oedipus: not your puerile Freudian infant mooning
over hismommy and playing with his pee-pee, but the King of Thebes, the hero who answered the
Sphinx, the man who faced what he had done and knew he had to cleanse himsdlf regardiess of the
cost.

When you're dirty, you must cleanse yoursalf, Smon Esteban. Or else you go mad.
Haven' they told you the story? Or are you smply lying in the hope I'll reved mysdlf?
| killed an Angdl.

Rachel, Gentle Innocent, was sent an Angel in the darkness of the deepest night, and she dew it
in cowardice, out of fear and envy and hatred.

| won't tell you what it looked like. That's a secret God wants me to keep. God won't ways
hate me. Someday I'll cleanse mysdlf totally. Y ou can't watch me forever. Only the Angelswatch
forever.

In the darkness of space, the Angel first gppeared unto me and me done, in al its beauty and
mystery. But when | saw it, | was sore afraid. | feared its strangeness and faltered.

Another went forth to greet it, and walked with it, and talked with it, and when he returned his
face shone and his countenance was transformed. Then in my heart | hated the Angd, for | had feared
it and had not taken itshand. And | envied him who had touched its being and basked initsglory; him
asodid | hate.

Then did weleave the Angdl and travel on to safe harbor, where | fled unto the Legions of
Caesar; and there did | tell them of the Angel and whereit could be found. | told them dso lies, that it
had hidden in dark ambush and attacked our ship with fierce beams of light that bid fair to destroy us.
Then Caesar sent out ships of war to do battle with the Angel and destroy it. And from that day to
this, the Angel has never been seen again.

Only after the Angdl's destruction did | seewhat | had done. And seeing what | had done after
seeing what | saw, | wished that | could no longer see. And so it was done.



Amen.

Say amen.

Y ou don't know what to believe, do you, Smon Esteban? Isit alie or delusion or metaphor or
truth? Lie, delusion, metaphor, truth, metaphor, delusion, lie, back and forth, up and down, doh, mi,
30, doh, so, mi, doh, the hateful arpeggio, lie, delusion, metaphor, truth, metaphor, delusion, lie.

| can't tell them apart anymore. That means|'m mad.

When | talk, no one else can tell them gpart either.

| don't know what that means.

VARIATION D: BOGEY
(ALLEGRO ALLA MARCIA)
(QUICK MARCH TEMP)
CONTACT: NOVEMBER 2038
| know it's easy to hate the military....
Jenny, would you look a me?
Would you look at me, please?

No, | won't go away. Y our father was my best friend and he would have wanted meto explain
why hedied. Frankly, your fedingsdon't enter intoit at al.

Yes, | suppose that is atypicd military atitude.

Let mesay this I'm about to tell you amilitary secret. If someonefindsout, I'll beimprisoned for
life. Maybe even executed. And I'm going to tel you anyway, even though you hate my guts and might
turn meinwhen I'm finished. I'll do what needs doing, without balking at the consequences or
dduding mysdlf it will be gppreciated. And that's atypica military attitude too.

A second mate on aMars-Earth freighter came to us and reported her ship had been subjected
to laser fire from a non-Terran-attributable source. Of course we were skepticd—shewas a
high-strung, frantic sort of woman, and obvioudy close to some kind of breakdown. The point was,
had she seen a bogey because she was unstable, or was she unstable because she'd seen abogey?

We questioned the rest of the crew. They told us the woman performed unscheduled maneuvers
a one point in the journey, claiming they were some sort of drill. When we questioned the captain
about this so-caled drill, his evasiveness suggested he was concealing some pertinent information.
Regrettably, he was aforeign nationa and his ship had foreign registry, so we had no legitimate way



to lever further datafrom him.

Y ou're determined to hate us, aren't you, Jenny? To be honest, we tried to get him drunk. It
didn't work. That wasthe limit of our unorthodox coercion methods.

After due deliberation, we decided to send afrigate to investigate, under the command of
Captain John Harrison. Y our father. He volunteered for the misson. | wasin charge of ground
communication on Mars.

Wed gone on wild-goose chases before; sailors were forever seeing strange-shaped asteroids
and reporting dien invasion fleets. We expected thisto be another false darm. However, as per
standing orders, the operation was conducted under the tightest secrecy.

Our informant had given us detailed information on the bogey's course; if it was there, wed find
it. To our surprise, we did.

I won't tell you what it looked like. Sufficeit to say, it waslarger than Mars-Whed and
Venus-Whed combined. It wasvirtualy invisible on al spectral bands; if the informant hadn't told us
exactly where to ook, we wouldn't have found it. In comparison, the vessel your father commanded
glowed like abeacon. The bogey must have perceived the frigate clearly, but took no hostile action.

After tracking the bogey for severa hours, your father attempted communication using
everything from radio to signd flashers. There was no response of any kind.

We consulted with higher authority. The very highest. Everyone wasinclined to leave the bogey
aone... or more accurately, to turn responsbility over to the scientific arm and let them investigate to
their hearts content. But we had that report saying the bogey had fired on afreighter; and trgectory
ca culations showed the thing was heading into the main shipping lanes on anear-collision course with
Earth.

Do you understand how it was, Jenny? It was heading for Earth and no one knew why. We
didn't know if it was an invasion army, or abomb, or just some harmless piece of junk. We didn't
Know.

A decison was madeto destroy it. | didn't makeit, your father didn't makeit, but we agreed
one hundred percent.

You say that asif weweredl viciouskillers. Y ou knew your father; you know he wasn't like
that. He was the man on the spat, that's al. He had to carry out the mission.

Do you think no one considered the alternatives? Y es, the bogey might have been peaceful. Yes,
it might have blessed humanity in unimaginable ways. Y es, it might smply have drifted past in total
indifference. Believe me, our superiors didn't make the decison casudly.

But they had no choice. The bogey would pass through the space lanes. It would be seen. It
would be adestabilizing influence. There would be panic, hysteria, peoplekilledinriots... and that'sif
the bogey just flew by without taking action.. Maybe it would turn out to be hostile after al. We had
to face that possbility. What would humanity think of the fleet if welet such athing reach Earth
without opposition?



| want you to understand this, Jenny. Y our father would want you to understand. No one could
take that chance. We had to do the hard thing. The hard thing is not killing or dying, it's making the
choice. Making the choice that is cruel and necessary and irrevocable.

Thewordt part isknowing you'll never find out if you wereright.

The bogey drank up laser fire like water—your father drained his weapon batteries without
burning asquare inch of the thing's skin. Contrary to insnuations from the press, our forces are
respecting the Selene treaty and your father had no nuclear weapons aboard. Therefore, after
consultation with our superior officersand in full agreement with their decision, your father
commanded his men to evacuate the vessd in life-pods, and then, aone a the helm, rammed the
bogey & maximum velocity.

Wedon't know if the bogey was destroyed. Perhapsit was only diverted from its course. Other
ships searched the area, but spaceislarge. They found lessthan athird of the remains from your
father's ship. They found nothing at dl of the bogey.

To me, Jenny, your father died a hero. Not because he was willing to die—there are millions of
foolswho think dying somehow judtifiesther cause. Believe me, that's bullshit: your father knew dying
doesn't prove anything. But he died anyway, eyes open, full of doubt but doing the job.

They told you your father died in some kind of accident. | thought you should know the truth.

Too many things happen by accident in the world. It'stime people realized some things happen by
human choice.

VARIATION E: DAEMON
(BRILLANTE)
(SPARKLING, LIVELY)
CONTACT: NOVEMBER 2038
Sit down and quit whining.
| don't care if you were going riding. I've decided it'stime to pontificate.

Honestly, Maria, didn't they teach you anything in that private school | sent you to? Pontificate.
Look it up. Show alittleinitiative, for God's sake.

That'swhat | want to talk about: initiative. There are two types of people in the world—the ones
who are alive and the ones who aren't. The quick and the dead. The open and the closed.

Here. Catch.

Know whét that is?



A fdsefingernail? Did you say afasefingernail ? Hell, that fase fingernail isthe Petrozowski
Whole Spectrum Collector Cell. That'swhat pays for your wardrobe, your boyfriends, and your
goddamned horse.

Sometimes, Maria, | don't think you're really my daughter. Sometimes | think your mother, God
rest her soul, had afling with some pretty playboy while | was busy at the office. | know, she wasn't
that kind of awoman. I'm just trying to dodge the blame.

Now here... take alook at this.
No, it'snot the samething. That, my dear, isascade from the hide of my persona daemon.
Daemon, not demon! My guardian spirit. My source of inspiration.

No, your old man isn't cracking up. Although people might think so, if they knew what I'm about
to do.

I'm going to give you tota control over Petrozowski Energy. Have fun withit.
Stop whining. Stop right now.

The businessworld islosing its novelty for me. | foresee that in the not-too-distant future, I'll be
bored to the edge of madness. So I'm taking a one-man yacht into space and I'm going to find the
daemon again.

I've thought about thisalong time. | could go through the mations of running the company till the
day | die, or | could say to hell with the rat race and pursue another dream.

| hate the jaded way | fedl some days, Maria. | want to be excited about something again. |
want to fed thetingle of magic.

Y ou don't know what I'm talking about, do you?

Thirty-five years ago, daughter dear, | was alowly navy tech baby-sitting the solar energy cells
of afrigate named the Coherent. It wasastupid job. I'd enlisted because | wanted to get off Earth.
"Out of the cradle and into the rest of the universe,” that's what the recruiterstold me. | should have
realized the purpose of the fleet wasn't to widen our horizons but to bring the cosmos down to our
owvnsze

One afternoon | was standing my watch when | felt thejolt of our gunsfiring and saw our battery
levels dropping. Fifteen minutes|ater, the charge in the batteries red-lined dead bottom. An hour |ater,
we were ordered to abandon ship. That wasit. No onefelt it necessary to explain what was going on.
Need to know and al that.

| gjected in the nearest escape pod and found mysalf shooting toward the biggest damned hulk
I'd ever seen. | couldn't tell you what it was. I've thought about it most of my life.

Inmy dreams, sometimes| get ingde thething, and it's aways different. Sometimes | meet these
glowing little men who st me down and tell me things that make me understand mysdf and the



universe. Sometimesit'sfilled with mongersand | find mysdf with pistol in one hand and saber inthe
other, shooting and dashing to save the human race. Sometimes I'm just walking through this huge
cavity and | look up and there's this huge heart beating dowly overhead, booming like thunder.

But | didn't get ingde the daemon; | only smacked into itshide. A rough landing... the daemon
had a gravity dmost as strong as Earth's and it sucked me right down. | can't explain the
gravity—artificid maybe. | managed to brake most of my speed with the retros, but the escape pod
gl dammed against the daemon with aclang like agreat Chinese gong. CLLAAANNNGGGG!!!

| did that to catch your attention. Here and now, girl! Keep your head in the here and now!

Thefirst thing | did after landing was put on asuit and go out—I wanted to know what I'd
landed on. The surface was broad and black, very dightly rounded and pebbly with scales. Overhead
floated the Coherent, bright and slver like the moon above dark autumn fields.

| knelt and examined the daemon's hide. Blacker than black, each scale was angled toward the
Coherent, an audience of ahbillion eyeswatching.

Then, dowly, the nearest eyesturned to look at me.

If I hadn't been asolar cell technician, | might have run screaming in terror back to the pod... but
I'd worked among our own solar collectors and seen them dowly turn their gaze on me as the robot
controllers picked up my body heat and swiveled to drink it in. Absorbing the IR my own flesh
emitted.

| pried loose as many of thoselittle eyesas| could. They had to be energy collector cellsand for
some reason, | knew—knew!—they were orders of magnitude more efficient than anything we
humans had developed. And indeed they were, my darling daughter, indeed they were.

Perhapsif I'd had moretime, | could have found some way to enter the daemon... but as| knelt
there plucking up eyes, | saw some of them turn away from me and | glanced back to see what they'd
noticed.

The Coherent, engines streaming out afiery cloud, was speeding through the night like a
torpedo on acollison course with my daemon. | suppose in the back of my mind, | must have
redlized thiswould happen—why ese would they have ordered us to abandon ship? But for a
moment | was staggered and frozen by the utter stupidity of the military mind. It wasthe ultimate evil:
trying to kill something wonderful and magic and new.

| was paralyzed only for amoment, but it was amost amoment too long. | barely had timeto
get back insgde my pod and dam the outer hatch before the Coherent hit and exploded. The daemon
pitched wildly; my pod was bucked off, rolling end over end and tossing me around inside like aman
going over NiagaraFalsinabarrdl.

Through the pod's viewport, | caught one last glimpse of the daemon before it vanished into the
blackness. It was on anew heading... | don't know if it had smply been knocked off course by the
collison or if it had changed direction onitsown. | couldn't tdll if it'd been damaged; it vanished as
quickly asacoin in the hands of amagician.



Wi, you canfill intherest of the sory. | kept the scalesto mysdlf till | got out of the navy, then
analyzed them and reproduced them aswell as| could. The reproduction wasn't perfect, but it was
generations ahead of anything else on the market; and asthe money flowed in, | could afford to hirea
team of the best eggheads, and patent by patent, they came closer to afull duplication of... well, a
flake of my daemon's kin.

| could aso afford to hire scouts to search for the daemon. They never found it. | think... | think
daemons only appear to a certain kind of person. Y ou have to be ready for them. Y ou have to be
open. Y ou have to be goddamned dive.

So. I'm going out solo.

| want to know if I'm till the sort of person who's worthy of wonder.

Don't cry. If you don't want to run the company, let the board of directorsdoit. You'll il
receive dividend payments and the company will stay healthy. My people know what they're doing. |
just thought you might enjoy honest work.

If you prefer, you can sell your share in the company and use the money to pursue whatever
dreamsyou want. Redlly. | wholeheartedly approve of people who pursuetheir dreams.

If you have any dreams.

Do you have any dreams, Maria?

VARIATION F: BOOJUM
(MENO MOSS0)
(SLOWER, LESSMOTION)
CONTACT: JULY 2070-APRIL 2071
So, Yorgi. You got caught.
Youreanidiot, boy.

Y our mother, she wants me to make abig fuss. She wants me to smack you around. | should
Spit in your face and say your ancestorswill haunt you.

Maybe they will.
Me, if | get to heaven, and some great-great-grandchild of mine gets caught breaking into a
store, | got better things to do than sneak up on the kid and go boo. I'll just say to mysdlf, the boy's

anidiot, and go back to the houris.

But your mother says, Emil, talk to the boy. Okay, Y orgi, I'm talking to you.



The priegts, they'll threaten you with hell. They're good &t it; it'stheir job. But you'relike
me—you can't listen to a sermon without falling adeep.

So no sermons. Herés dl I'm going to say: there are lots of thingsyou can doin your life, but
they break into two classes. Some things make you smarter. Some things make you stupider. No
other possihilities.

Steding makes you stupider. Every time you stedl, you get alittle stupider. It doesn't matter if
you get caught, and it doesn't matter what you stedl.

| know.

A few years back—you aren't going to tell your mother this story—I was working for
Petrozowski Energy. Cook on afreighter. But it wasn't redlly afreighter, it was ahunter. We'd load
up with cargo and fud asif we were making the Red Run, but then we'd prowl space, looking for a
boojum Mr. Petrozowski saw once. Crazy, eh? And the craziest thing was, our third time out we
foundit.

Big thing. Huge. And black, with akind of shimmer, like the northern lights. First timewe saw it,
we nearly pissed oursalves. Whole crew went up to the bridge, looked at the thing. None of ushad a
cluewhat it was. Didn't look dangerous. Just kind of spooky.

Instructions were to track it, plot its course. No radio reports... Mr. Petrozowski didn't want
anyone finding out where we were or what we were doing. Once we got the thing charted, we were
supposed to fire back full thrust and report in person.

Well. Weadl got to thinking. Petrozowski was paying big money for dl this secrecy. Triple what
we'd get on anorma run. And if we reported home right away, maybe we'd get abonusif we were
lucky, but then we'd go back to the usud grind. We thought, if we put off reporting it till the next
run... well, Mr. Petrozowski would still find his boojum, we'd still get the bonus, and we'd get triple
pay for an extrarun.

So that's how we dl started getting stupider. It was stealing, you see. Easy sedling. Didn't have
to hit someone over the head, didn't have to get past an alarm. Just waited out our time and headed
home empty-handed.

Wewaited out our time on the boojum. Didn't have anywhere el seto go.

Went down, looked around. It was scaly. No mouth or any other opening. Something had
dented itsSde a bit... ameteor, | guess. Wetried to cut aholein it with laser torches, but the light just
got sucked up. We pried away scales, and underneath were more scales. We dug down along way,
but the scales went down farther. They grew back too, eventualy. Took afew days. They sort of
pushed up from below.

That firgt time, we amused ourselves watching the Boojum grow scales. Some of the technicians
tried to figure out where its gravity came from, but they soon lost interest.

The second time, we found it again, no problem. Went straight to it. Then we had nothing to do
but spend three months sitting around. As cook, | was the busiest hand on board.



To passthetime, the crew played with the Environment. Sure, Y orgi, our ship carried an
Environment, like any other Marsfreighter—Mr. Petrozowski didn't want to arouse suspicionswhen
the ship wasin port. The Environment held alittle stone temple surrounded by alot of nice green
plants. Very pretty. Buddhist, maybe. Mr. Petrozowski didn't care about it; it'd been built by the
previous owners. We could useit for anything we wanted.

Weingalled it on the boojum.

For some reason, we laughed and laughed at the idea. 1t seemed so funny. This boojum, this
strange dien thing, this giant—we'd attach our Environment to it like aflea on the back of adog, and
weld ride and grow fat. The ship would hover in space, but the crew would pass the time in the
Environment pod on the boojum's back, Sitting in easy chairs under asmulated sun, Spping lemonade
and playing cards. Like we were dl wedthy landlords who'd found some private jungle retreat avay
from the stupid peasants.

That time, we had to feed the Environment power from the ship's storage cells. And we had to
resttach the Environment to our ship when we left for home.

The next time, we sold our extrafud on the black market. We didn't need fuel to go out into
gpace and Sit around for three months. We used the money to buy good Petrozowski Whole
Spectrum Collector Cdlls, which we ingtalled on the hull of the Environment pod so it could gather its
own energy from the sun. That way we didn't have to go back to the ship to recharge the life support
systems; we could live in the Environment dl thetime. And we did. Welived what we thought were
thelivesof therich.

They were supid lives.

Thetime cameto head for Earth. And we found the boojum had grown too fond of the
Environment pod.

Somehow, the scales of the boojum had attached themselves to the collector cellswed installed
on the pod. The scales and cells had grown together into asingle skin, like the edges of awound
hedling shut. The Environment was bonded fast, held tight; we couldn't cut it free, couldn't pull it loose
with the ship's engines. In the end, we had to go home without it.

Stupid, see? We thought we could do what we wanted. We thought were smarter than other
people, and what did we get?

When we got back to Earth, we still thought we might get away with it. Wetried to buy anew
pod; we thought we could make do with a subgtitute, pick up better cutting tools and go back to dice
the Environment free. No. Mr. Petrozowski heard we were missing a pod; he investigated and found
weld been sdlling our fud; and hefired us. He thought we'd been chesting him dl dong. The only
reason he didn't call the copswas he didn't want us telling anyone about the boojum hunt. Wetold
him we'd found his boojum, but he laughed in our faces.

So. Your father is no saint. We both knew that, yes? But I've learned.

We were stupid. There were hundreds of ways we could have got caught. If one of
Petrozowski's other hunters had found us on the boojum. If the police nabbed us selling fuel on the



black market. If any member of the crew had loose lips. Hundreds of ways. But we ignored the risks.
We thought we were being smart when we were being stupid.

| tell you, Yorgi, if you decided to be the bet thief in the world, and learn, and work hard at it,
maybe you could get smarter. Maybe that would be possible. But such thieves, | don't think they
exist. When | wasathief, | waslazy. | sat on easy chairs and drank lemonade. | told myself Mr.
Petrozowski was stupid, not me. | thought | was one of the smartest men in theworld, and | laughed,
laughed, laughed. But what was 1? A fleariding the back of adog. That'sall.

Who thinks fleas are smart?

VARIATION G: TITAN
(DOLCE CON AMORE)
(SWEETLY, WITH LOVE)
CONTACT: MAY 2071
Teeth brushed? Faces washed? No one has to pee? Then we start.
How | met your father. A true story. With amora.
No giggling. Once upon atime.
Y ou know there are grest rivaries between the Venus cloud mining orbitals. Greet rivalries.
Each orbital isowned by adifferent company, and the companies hate each other. They sabotage
each other'swells, they interfere with each other's communications, and when miners meet each other

in Venus-Whed!... well, there may be fights and duels and desth.

My family lived on an orbital belonging to Clearwater Chemical, and our grestest rivalswere
thosein New Frontier Mining and Manufacture.

No giggling! Thisisatrue sory. Withamord.

My mother was Clearwater's economic envoy to Venus-Whed. By thetime| wasfourteen, |
went with her on every trading mission. Inthose days, | wasavery great beaty...

What are dl these giggles I'm hearing?

| was agreat girlish beauty then, and now | am agreat womanly beauty, which is even better,
though different. Do you want astory or not?

Then we go on. How | met your father. A true story. Withamoral.

Inthose days, | wasagreat girlish beauty, and firm in the soft places. Which isamost as good
as soft in the soft places, though different. Many boys wanted to make love to me, and many older



men aswell.
A great many older men.

Y ou would not believe how many older men would rather have girlish beauty instead of
womanly beauty. "Bah," they say, "who caresif the woman knows what to do? We know what to do,
and that isthe important thing."

A freelesson for you about men.

But | had not yet learned that lesson and | was drunk with the power of my very great firm
beauty. | went to many dances on Venus-Whed and danced with many men. It was agreat whirling
excitement for agirl my age. The men worshipped me and the boys adored me; it made mefed very
grong.

Then one night | met aboy who made me fed weak. Oh, such weakness! If | looked in his
direction, | blushed. If | didn't look in hisdirection, | watched in mirrorsto seeif hewas eyeing me
behind my back. When he talked to me, | wanted to run and hide; when | danced with him, | could
fed every part of my body singing. And | could fedl every part of his body too—maybe not singing,
but at least standing up in the choair.

When | told him my name was Juliet, he bowed and said he would be my Romeo. So gallant!
But too closeto the truth. | found out after the dance his father was economic envoy for New
Frontier. Disaster! | was forbidden to spesk to the boy again.

| cannot be sure | loved my Romeo before | was forbidden to see him, but afterward, | loved
him with alove as deep as Starry space. He was the blazing sun, and | the dark Abyssthat yawned to
engulf him and beilluminated.

Wetalked like that back then. We were young.

Theboy and | met dl thetime, of course. Many trysts. Many excellent trysts. | became avery
gresat girlish beauty who purred to hersdf, and my mother became suspicious. She announced shewas
sending me home to Clearwater orbital, where the only boys were my brothers and cousins.

| did not go. Instead, | loped. My Romeo and | stole arich man's yacht, disabled the homing
beacons, and fled into the night. Our goa was Mars, where we planned to scout the asteroid belt.
Out in the belt, we would become the first humansto find alien artifacts; we would berich and
famous, and the entire solar system would envy us.

Two weeks later, our food ran out. A month and a hdf away from Earth, four months away
from Mars.

My Romeo and | had our firgt fight.
"| thought you were going to pack the food."

"l didn't know we needed food. Ships are supposed to recycle everything.”



"When you recycle everything, you don't recycle everything. Y ou run out eventualy. Don't you
know Newton'slaws?"'

"1 know Newton's laws, and they don't say anything about food!"
Remember, thisisatrue story.

We made up and made love, as aways happens with firgt fights. Making love after afight can be
very bad or very good. It isawkward, but vigorous.

We were lucky and did not starve. God looked down, said " Tsk-tsk, such blockheads,” and
saved us.

We came upon agreat creature in space. A giant; afriendly Titan, like Prometheus or Atlas.

Why do you immediatdly believe mewhen | say we found a Titan in space, but you giggle when
| say | wasagreat girlish beauty? No, don't answer.

Like Atlas, the Titan carried aworld on its back, and insde that world, we found atemple for
worshipping the Titan. The temple areawas bright and warm, filled with growing green plants. Many
of the plants were edible; some were edible even after we had overcome the first pangs of our

ravening hunger.

We stayed at the temple for two weeks. At dawn, we would wake naked in each other'sarms
and watch the sun rise; we would eat breakfast, then spend the morning gathering leaves. Inthe
afternoon, we would go back to the yacht and take turns shoving leaves down the toilet, to replenish
the bio-mass the ship needed to make food. In the evening, we would return to the temple, recite
worshipful poems of our own devising, and sprawl ourselvesreverently on the dtar. Wefdl adeep
only when we had wrung out our bodiesin every way, and we dreamed of the new universeswe
would discover.

Hereiswhat weredly discovered.

| discovered my Romeo had never heard of Scarlatti, Haydn, Mendel ssohn, Chopin, Cage, or
Laurier-Leyrac. He was not keen to learn.

| discovered he was an enthusiast for types of music called Synthereg and Mexihowl. Mexihowl
required drumming on your thigh. Or someone esgsthigh.

| discovered he thought my mother was a greedy bitch because of some ded where shed
outmaneuvered New Frontier.

| discovered he was unwilling to admit that many New Frontier trade practices were unethicd, if
not outright illegdl.

| discovered whisker-burn.

He discovered menstruation.



Weflew back to Venus-Whed and were met with teary hugs. Afterwards, our parents got very
very angry, but hugsfirst. That isthe way good parentsare.

My Romeo and | were sent to apologize to the man whaose yacht we had stolen. The man was
weslthy and good-natured. It amused him, the way things turned out. He laughed and laughed when |
told him about stuffing the leavesinto thetailet. | laughed with him. We had a very good laugh, and
my Romeo joined in with us. Then he went away with hisfamily, leaving me aone with the wealthy
man.

So thetrue story is, | met your father by stealing hisyacht to run away with someone dse. And
themord is, making loveis glorious, and someday you will do it and reve init, asyour father and | do
it and reve init. But when you pick someone to be with, think about everything except making love,

Any two people can make loveif they want to.

VARIATION H: DRAGON
(SCHERZANDO MA CON FUOCO)
(PLAYFULLY, BUT WITH FIRE)
CONTACT: JULY 2076
Sacred Daughter of the Sun,

Forgive an old woman's presumption for writing to Y ou, Honored Child, and forgive the many
tricks | have used to smuggle this message past Y our Regents. The Regents are dl fine people, yes,
but they are not the Empress. Some things are meant for Y our August Earsaone.

| an Mariko Naruki, wifeto Y ushio Naruki, who is chief executive of Laughing Dragon
Entertainment Industries Company Limited. He is adear man because heis mostly achild. He has
invented many gamesin hislife, not to mention many fineridesin Laughing Dragon Entertainment
Parks throughout the Inner Planets; but | have never trusted him with the grocery money. Never mind.
A good man, and good at building fun and happiness. Not so good at building strong fiscal structures.
So—and | pray it will beforgotten by thetime Y ou reach Y our Mgority and are given thisletter—my
dear Yushio led Laughing Dragon to the brink of ruin.

One day he phoned from work and asked me to make alarge withdrawa from our savings
account. Why? | asked. He needed the money to buy something. What did he want to buy? He
wouldn't say. So | did what agood wife should: | gave him the money, then followed him when he | eft
the office.

He bought asword. A very fine sword of strong bright stedl, with ahilt covered in red leather
and afine embroidered sheath. A good choice for adecoration hanging in the living room, but | knew
he wanted it for adifferent reason. What achild hewas! | confronted him therein the store, berated
him about what he was up to, attracted abig crowd, never mind. Inthe end, I let him make adown
payment on the sword—it redlly was excellent, and the price quite reasonable—but | made him leave



it in the store on layaway.

Still, that was not the end of it. He could see disaster looming for the company and wanted to
pay the honorable price of failure. Which meant he just wanted to run away. \We women know many
men are just little boys whose swagger has become convincing.

Finally | suggested flying into the sun. It was the kind of gesture that appealed to Yushio: a
flamboyant idea, but austere in execution. It gppeaed to me too because the flight would give him
timeto reconsder hisrash decision. | thought | could persuade him to start anew life instead of
ending the old one: perhaps becoming a Hare-Fisher on Mercury, which would suit Y ushio's sense of
romance while paying very well.

We st off secretly in the executive yacht, well provisioned and weighted down with our life
savings converted to platinum. (We had no children to whom we could leave an inheritance... my
fallopian tubes had growths, | nearly died at fifteen, never mind.) Soon Y ushio was tresting our trip as
an adventure. He had never been in space, though he had designed entertainments for al the colonies
and for many spacefaring vessals. Long hours at atime, he forgot himself and scribbled designson
paper: new games, new rides, new adventure areas. But then suddenly he would remember the
reason he was in space, the catastrophe facing his company, and he would sink into gloom.

Then the hand of the gods. Just outside the orbit of Venus, we encountered a dragon.

It didn't look like adragon. Morelike adragon's egg: black with shimmers, huge and beautiful.
Silent and serene as space, but when you looked at it, you felt amillion eyes|ooking back.

Almost everywhere, its hide was smooth as a girl's cheek; but in one spot, on its back, the skin
rose in the shape of the sacred mountain (I do not lie) with asmall hole at the top. Like the sacred
mountain's cone,

Except that this opening was an airlock. Ingde, there was fresh air, sunlight, gravity, and a
reproduction of the Musubi Shrine to Amaterasu O-mikami, Y our Own Celestia Ancestress.

| swear thisistrue.
"We havefound Heaven," | said to Y ushio.

"Nonsense," he answered. "We have found an Environment my company built for aMars
freighter. The Edo Maru. | wonder what it's doing here."

"Thegodsput it here.”

Helooked around. " The gods haven't been taking very good care of it, have they?!

It was true—the shrine was in ashambles. VVandas had hacked off much of thefoliage. Insde
thetorii gate, where Y our Mgjesty knows there should only be peace and serenity, there were instead
afew broken lawn chairs and some playing cards bearing pictures of hairy peoplein rut. And the
atar... | cannot describe the dtar, but it needed avery good cleaning.

| insgsted on resanctifying the shrine. Y ushio argued it hadn't been areal shrine and he shouldn't



delay hisdeath-trip into the sun, but he knew he was on shaky theological ground. How could his
death be true to the Way when he would not trouble himself to repair the desecration of such aholy
place?

Y ushio isadear man, but whenever he argues with me heis dwayswrong.

So we cleaned the shrine and put it to rights. Y ushio had packed some incense with the intention
of burning it aswe sailed into the sun; but | convinced him the gods would be happier if we used it at
the shrinein a purification ceremony.

While we worked, we discussed what we thought this dragon redlly was. | knew in my heart it
was atrue dragon sent by the gods... but | pretended to agree with Y ushio that most likely it wasa
secret super-project that had been abandoned for some reason. Maybe the builders had gone
bankrupt and just |eft the thing here. (Going bankrupt was ever-present in Y ushio's mind.)

Findly | sad, "Why speculate? Y ou know this Environment once belonged to the Edo Maru.
Radio your company and get them to find out who owns the Environment now."

Y ushio refused. He said hisdecison to die had cut dl tieswith the businessworld... but that just
meant he was afraid to talk to people. Findly | made the call mysdf after he had fallen adegp onrice
wine. Our closest branch office was on Venus-Whed, only afew radio-seconds avay. They were
glad to know we were il alive, worried the creditors were growing more insstent every day. | cut
short that line of conversation, saying "I want to know who owns afreighter caled the Edo Maru.”

After afew minutes, the answer came back: "Petrozowski Energy.”

"Y ushio wantsyou to buy it."

"Buy it?| don't think we can afford..."

"Get aloan."

"l don't think any bank would..."

"Tdl thebanks," | said, "Laughing Dragon is about to announceitslargest Entertainment Park
ever. Tell them we have kept it agreat secret becauseit isabrand new idea. Tell them thispark is
where dl the company's capitd went, and it will repay everyone amillionfold. Y ou hear?'

"Isthistrue?’

"Yes, it'sdl true. Very secret. Very big. In space.”

"In space?"!

"Yes, it'sawhole new idea. You'l see. Get the board of directors. I'll turn on atracking beacon
so they can find us. They can come and seethe marvel Y ushio has built. But you must buy the Edo

Maru."

"Perhapsit would be possible...”



"And the Edo Maru's Environment, and al attached chattels. That ismost important. And it is
most important Petrozowski Energy does not think thisis anything specid. Y ou hear?!

"Yes" And it was done. We purchased the Edo Maru, its Environment, and al attached
chattels. The dragon was attached and therefore ours... if humans can claim to own such abeast.

When Y ushio awoke, | waslooking over his plansfor new gamesand rides. "It would be a
shameif these were never built," | said. He agreed.

By the time the board of directors arrived, Y ushio had mapped out two thirds of the Laughing
Dragon of Heaven Entertainment World: the Christian Heaven, where adults and children would be
given their own wingsto play bumpem; Allah's Heaven with many nimble dancers, Vahala, filled with
much carousing and ax fights againgt hologram opponents; and many other fine heavens, including a
reproduction of the real Heaven centered around the Musubi Shrine.

Now, as we begin congtruction on the park, the world believes this Dragon was built by our
company. They seewhat they expect to see: the foundation for the greatest entertainment Sitein the
universe.

Only you, Great Empress, will know the truth. It isatruth that should remain secret for a
thousand years, for if anyone suspected Heaven'sred nature... well, we know the West hasalong

tradition of killing dragons. But Y ou—Y ou are Child of the Sun and Sister to Dragons. May the truth
do Y ou honor.

VARIATION I: ROC
(NOBILMENTE CON FORZA)
(NOBLY, WITH FORCE)
CONTACT: SEPTEMBER 2078

If this had happened in my grandfather'stime, throats would aready be cut. | wouldn't be talking
to alawyer but to amortician.

My grandfather was a prince who believed histitle meant something. Perhapsit did in those
days. Perhapsit ill does. At the very least, being a prince means there's dways some university that's
willing to give you ascholarship. Trinity College, Oxford, for me. And you?

| don't believe I've heard of it. Good school, wasit? Fine. | want to know we have atop man on
this

You'realittle young to be afull partner, aren't you? Oh, no, | take that asapromising sgn. Of
course, you will be discussing the case with your firm's senior partners? Good. Good.

Now thelong and the short of itisthis: | want to sue Laughing Dragon's scaly tail off. Sap
crimina negligence charges on anyone whose nose rises out of the foxhole. Permanently ruin afew



careers, and if possible, give the whole Laughing Dragon of Heaven Entertainment Park such a
reputation for gross mismanagement that no bourgeois little family would think of vacationing there. If
we can drive afew of the bastards to commit seppuku, it will beicing on the cake.

Doesthat sound up your aley?

My dear man, let us understand each other. | am aprincein aline that stretches back more
generations than anyone can count, and now, enemies have recklessy dain twenty-three people under
my protection. If modern civilization prevents me from taking revenge with aknife, | will use whatever
other wegpon comes to hand. | have chosen my weapon to be the courts, and | will use that weapon
to shed blood for blood, ruin for ruin, lifefor life. If you stand with me, good. If not...

Y ou want to hear the circumstances first? | approve. Only a barbarian kills without knowing

why.

Asl'vesad, being afull-blooded prince meanslittle today. 1've had to work for aliving. All in
all, 1 think that's good for aman. | direct amodest construction company. Our primary businessis
building orbitals, but we're happy to put up anything that requireswork in vacuum. My crews are
drawn from all corners of the Earth, and one was even born on Mars... but you understand, whether
or not they are of the blood or the faith, they are my people.

We had contracted with Laughing Dragon to build apart of the amusement park they call
Heaven. (I know you'll want to examine the contract; I'll leave a copy with you.) Our assgnment was
asection onthe sde of the park that's dways turned away from the sun. The section was named
Afterlife After Dark... it'saname that would make a sensble maniill, but a company which refusesto
work for fools soon findsitsdf out of business. And to be honest, my workers found building
nightclubs and carousals and roller coasters was a pleasant change from al those oh-so-functiona
orbitas.

Not that it was easy work. Far from it. The entire surface of Heaven—they seem to want to
keep this secret, so plash it around in every interview you give—the entire surface is covered with
Petrozowski collector cells. Incredible. How long has Petrozowski been in business? Ten years?|
wouldn't have thought the entire production of dl his plants could have made so many cells. Hundreds
of hectaresin areal And many layers deep... a upefying achievement. But impossibleto dig into. We
had to pour concrete foundations on top, covering over afortune's worth of the cells... and you can't
imagine thetechnica difficulties of putting up smal environment domes, so you can pour concrete
foundations, so you can put up big environment domes. But never mind that now.

Our congtruction site was on the dark side, but we lived in dormitory pods on the bright side of
the terminator. We worked in shifts, of course. Which iswhy I'm dive when twenty-three of my
people are not.

It was about an hour before shift change and | wasin our cafeteria having breskfast with the
crew that would be going out. | planned on going out with them. | often did. And | dwaysdid
whatever tasks the shift supervisor assigned me, even if | am aprince. A prince must set an example,
don't you think?

Suddenly, in the middle of the medl, we felt agreat trembling in the floor beneath us. Water
glassesrattled; sdt shakersfel over. Without a second's thought, every man and woman there kicked



back chairs and ran to the equipment chamber where Vac/suits were stored. We dove into the suits,
grabbed extra oxygen tanks, jet packs, Mayday beacons, whatever we could fill our arms with; then
we piled into the airlocksin arush to get out in the open.

Outside, we were just one of many construction crews evacuating their dormitories, sumbling
about in confusion, trying to keep our footing on the quaking surface. Every band on my helmet radio
was clogged with cries of panic. | tried to shout against the noise, but couldn't make mysdlf heard. In
exasperation, | clicked it off and searched the sky, hoping to see one of the supply ships docked
close enough that a jet pack could bridge the gap. But instead | saw the cause of the disturbance.

The entire dark side of Heaven had split in two, asif we stood on agiant bird, aroc, that was
unfolding itswings. Thewings rose up higher and higher over the horizon, strong and graceful, the
ebony of night now glittering in the sunlight; but as the wings moved, their speed and strength tossed
off my workerslike seeds scattered across afield. The nightclubs, the carousdls, theroller coasters...
al wrenched gpart astheir foundations did aong with the motion of thewings. Gravity seemed to
have gone wild out there: some buildingsflew off into space with my people; otherslodged themselves
at the hinge point where the wings met the body.

Hundreds of people were thrown into the emptiness of the abyss. We formed rescue parties,
retrieved those we could. Of my workers we found nineteen: seven dive, twelve dead in their suits.
Another eleven have not yet been found. Teams still seerch—none of us believesthe missing are dive,
but it's horribleto think of afriend's body drifting forever in blackness.

And the explanation for thisal? It took fifteen hoursto get anything out of Laughing Dragon.
Then the president's wife—hiswifel the man couldn't face us himsaf—made a statement that the
wings had been opened up to expose more collector cellsto the sunlight. The management regretted
this had happened without warning. Notices were supposed to have been sent around but were
inadvertently misplaced.

All alie. I've paid afew bribes, and no one, insde or outside L aughing Dragon, knew what was
going to happen. Anyway, why would they open the wings when it would cause such damage to their
own park? No, someone made a mistake, someone very high up or very well protected, and that
person must be made to pay.

Reasonable damages for the next of kin? Do you think my people weren't insured? The next of
kinwill be paid handsomely, and if the insurance company wantsto reclaim its money from Laughing

Dragon, it can fileits own suit. | want damage, man, not damages! Make them know they're dedling
with something they can't control.

VARIATION J LION
(LAMENTOSO MA DOLCISSIMO)
(SADLY, BUT VERY SWEETLY)

CONTACT: SEPTEMBER 2078



Oh, my darlings! | wishit could be said that your father died aman.
My grandfather once said to me, "Boy, aman isnot aman until hewakswith alion.”
And my grandmother said, "Oh, William, that was long ago."

"No," heanswered. "Long ago, it was said aman had to kill alion. But guns madekilling easy.
Too many lions died. Now, no morekilling. Wak with the lion. See him. Learn what aman is not.
Hear the voice of that which is stronger than you."

"What nonsense," my grandmother muttered. "If the boy ever does meet alion, hell find running
is better than walking."

But my grandfather looked mein the eye, pointed a swollen-knuckled finger & my nose, and
said softly, "A man isnot aman until he walkswith alion. Maybe aleopard or a cheetah will do too.
Or amae rhinoceros... but not afemae! And elephants don't count either—they're strong, but now
they'retame asdogs.”

Thus, my grandfather. He died when | was still young... before | thought to ask if he had walked
withalion.

Theonly lions| have ever seen were mechanical. There's one back at the amusement park. Ona
merry-go-round. Ride alion, ride aunicorn, ride alaughing dragon!

| bolted the lion in place myself. | pushed past the prince so | could do it with my own hands.

He probably thought | was trying to impress him with my enthusiasm. | think the truth was | was
trying to impressthelion.

I'm getting cold. | wonder if I'll freeze before | suffocate or the other way around.

| could take off my helmet and finish it quickly. But there's dways the chanceif | hang on,
someone will find mebeforel die.

Besdes, most of these helmets are designed to lock in place when theré's no air pressure
outsde.

Can you hear my thoughts, children? Noliwe? Jobe? Mamina?

The night my father died, | was adeep an ocean away... and | dreamed of agrest plain dotted
with every kind of treein theworld. Theair wasfull of the smell of lilacs and the ground had athick
springy cover of pine needles and magnoliablossoms. If | reached up, | could pull down cherries or
oranges, even calabashes—whatever fruit or nut | thought of, it wasright there. Then my father was
there too, and we walked together under the trees, saying nothing. | wanted to hold his hand the way
| didwhen | wasaboy, but | knew | couldn't.

"Son," hefindly said to me, "they tell me | haveto eat aleef off every one of thesetrees. It's
going to take along while, and some of them are going to taste mighty bitter.” He smiled. "Well, as
penances go, | expected alot worse. It's nice here, isn't it?"



"Did you ever wak with alion?' | asked him.

He shook his head. "Lions are scarce these days," he said. ™Y ou never know, though.” He
looked around at the forest. "L ots of places here alion could be hiding. I'll be checking them dl out.”

When | left him, he was dtill walking under the trees: walking dowly, enjoying himsdf. More
relaxed in death than held ever beeninlife.

| believe | redly wastaking to him.

Can you hear me, children?1 don't know what time it iswhere you are. | hope you're dreaming.

Latdy, I've had arecurring dream of standing on the deck of atall ship on atill night sea. There
are many peoplewith me. | fed asif we've been becamed along time; but as | watch, wind fills our
sails, the mast groans and the canvas snaps taut, and everybody is clambering up to the rigging,
laughing, letting out the sails, starting to Sing asong of great rejoicing that well soon be speeding
toward our destination again.

Children... are you dreaming?

It'sasquiet asaforest here. Soft static on my helmet radio, that's all. For awhile, | could hear
everyone shouting a each other back on Heaven, but I'm out of range now.

From where| drift, Heaven is eclipsing the sun. Behind Heaven, the sun's coronaiswild with
prominences.

Heaven hasafiery mane.

Why can't | stop thinking about lions? 1 could just as easily say I'm walking with the congtellation
Leo. If | knew which oneit was.

No, I'm walking with Heaven. And Heaven isjust acarouse lion: something someone built.
But it's beautiful. And strong.

Somethingamanisnot.

One could learn fromiit too.

I'm cold.

Therésasong my grandfather taught meto sing:

The body perishes, the heart stays young.
The platter wears away with serving food.
No log retainsits bark when old,

No lover peaceful while the rival weeps.

Oh, my children! | never taught you that song. It'sasong for the old and the dying, and | thought
| would sing it for you when | grew old.



But now | won't. You'll never learn it. And you won't know aman is not aman until he walks
withalion.

Soon everyone will forget that. And it's athing someone should remember.

VARIATION K: JUGGERNAUT
(ANIMATO)
(ANIMATEDLY)
CONTACT: NOVEMBER 2078

Recorded video-burst transmission from Dr. Shanta Mukerjhee (Hydroponics Services,
Heaven) to John Mukerjhee (San Francisco, CA):

They tel meyou haven't checked to seeif I'm dive.

Weve been under gtrict orders up here for the last few days, not to cal friends and relativesto
say werredl right. For thefirst few hours after the construction workers werekilled, dl theradio
bands were clogged with people trying to get messages back home, interfering with emergency
communications; so Laughing Dragon clamped down and said no outgoing cals. Incoming calswere
taken by the main communi cations center, and answered curtly: "Y es, shé'sdive and wdl." "No, we
haven't located him yet."

Y ou'd know thisif you cdled. But you didn't. | suppose you were too busy getting injunctions
againgt mining companies that want to despoil the pristine Martian landscape; your mother isn't
environmentaly rdevant.

That's acheap shot. I'm sorry.

Anyway, things are returning to norma. Were each being alowed one ten-minute transmisson
to anywherein the solar system, al expenses paid by Laughing Dragon. And | wanted to tell you I'm
safe; our hydroponics dome was nowhere near the accident, and | didn't lose so much asabean
plant.

There. Wdl. | guess| 4ill have nine minutes of freeair time,

Thisishard for me.

Look, John, there's something | want to tell you. Show you. It'simportant.

I'll just get the cameraturned... okay. Y ou're looking at one of the hydroponics chambers up
here. Ledf |ettuce on the right, radishes on the left. Good growth, I'm sure you can seethat. Weve
built quite a sophiticated system, very productive. | know you look down on me because I'm

growing sdad for rich touristswhen | could be feeding the poor, but really—L aughing Dragon has
given usasubstantia research budget. Some of the designs we've developed could improve the yield



of hydroponics systems everywhere, make more food for everyone....

| promised mysdlf | wouldn't keep gpologizing to you. I've done important work up here. | don't
haveto fed guilty I'm not fighting drought in Africa. We can't dl live up to your standards, John.

The plantsyou'relooking at are norma strains, designed for Earth-norma gravity. | suppose
you've read that Heaven's gravity isamost exactly equd to Earth's: within afew thousandths of a
percent of gravity at sealevel on the equator. It'stouted asthe greatest engineering feat in the
congtruction of Heaven: getting the right density and distribution of massto mimic one Earth G, over
amost the entire surface,

Wdl. Youll see.

Now I'm taking the camerainto the next room. Thisis an experimental chamber—black-eyed
pesas biologically engineered for growth in the Luna colonies. Laughing Dragon lets each of us senior
researchers conduct small persond experiments, we get publications out of it and Laughing Dragon
basksin any resulting prestige. There's nothing wrong with that, it's no different from auniversity or
a..

I'm apologizing again. Sorry.

All right, you can see the peas are growing well. Good greenery, excellent pod production. |
never expected anything like this. After dl, these are low gravity plants; | only set up this chamber
because | wanted to experiment with the design of water deivery systems, and | never thought 1'd get
sgnificant yieds. Y ou just shouldn't see thiskind of growth under Earth-normd gravity.

Now, watch as| drop this pencil.

No, | didn't change the camerato dow motion. That's precisely the speed thingsfdl in this
chamber. | haven't done any elaborate tests, but I'm fairly certain we have lunar gravity in here,

Needlessto say, thisisnone of my doing. A month ago, | would have said it wasimpossible to
have gravity like Earth in one room and like Lunaright next door. But now let me go into the next
chamber. I'll just... you can probably see the camera bouncing, because I'm bouncing as| walk. Have
you ever been to the moon colonies, John? Walking in hereis exactly like walking down the streets of
Tycho. | supposeit would befun, if it weren't S0 bewildering. And scary.

All right, through the hatch to the next room and... yes, I'm floating toward the celling.
Weightless. I've got zero-G soybeans growing in this chamber—you know, engineered for
nonspinning orbitals. Zero-G plants, zero-G chamber.

Believe me, the gravity here was Earth-normal two months ago. Back then, these beans could
scarcely germinate. But over the course of afew days, the gravity dropped to nothing. Just dropped
of itsown accord. To precisdly theleve the plants found idedl.

It gives methe creeps, John. It did thefirst time| noticed, and it till does now. | haven't told
anyone about this because it's too spooky to talk about.

Do you know what | think is happening? It's a feedback |oop between these plants and Heaven.



Heavenisatificidly controlling the gravity on every square millimeter of its surface, in accordance
with the preferences of those affected. In here, the soybeans want it weightless. Out on the rest of the
surface... well, | don't think it's an accident the gravity is exactly what humanslikeit to be.

Laughing Dragon didn't engineer the gravity here; Heaven isdoing thisitsef.

| get cold chillsjust thinking about it, John. Heaven can't be human-made. Humans don't know
how to play games with gravity. Humans don't know how to establish thiskind of feedback
communication with plants,

And | haven't told you yet about the dreams. More and more people up here are having vivid
dreams... and coherent ones, not the usua sort of vague, digointed images. The dreamsleavea
lingering feding of ... | guessthe word is spiritudity. "Like touching the mind of God,” one of the other
researchers said thismorning... which I'm sure you'll dismiss as maudlin sentimentdity, but if you ever
had one of these dreamsyoursdlf... asort of quiet wonder...

No, I'm not going to tell you what I've dreamt about. I'm tired of you sneering at me.

But the point is, | don't think these dreams are just coincidence. This thing we're on, what
Laughing Dragon calls Heaven—I don't know whether it's touching our minds or we're touching it, but
if theré's such athing asteepathy with soybeans, why not with humans?

| don't sound much like aprofessiona scientist, do I”? No detachment. | can't fed detached
when I'm constantly swinging between extremes of fear and awe. Because even if this cresture sends
ingpiring dreams and nurtures our gardens, it killed dozens of people when it casually opened its

wings.

It'slike... do you know what the juggernaut is? | never tried to teach you the old ways, but
maybe your grandmother told you. The juggernaut isawagon used to carry a huge statue of Krishna
Jagannathathrough the city of Puri during the Rathayatrafestiva. The wagon is gigantic—it takes
several hundred peopleto drag it dong. On one hand, the juggernaut is beautiful and serene: it's
decorated with flowers and surrounded by pilgrims singing hymns, not to mention that it carriesthe
satue of the compassionate Lord Krishna; but on the other hand, ahuge crowd mills uncontrollably
around the wagon, and all too often, someone falls under the wheels. People even throw themsalves
under. The juggernaut doesn't stop; it represents benevolence and goodwill, but it can leave crushed
bodiesin itswake.

Do you understand, John? Y es, | imagine you do. Y ou're ajuggernaut yourself, on occasion.

I've been trying to build up my courage to tell someonewhat I've found out. I'm sureyou'd do it
without amoment's hesitation: summon the media, make a statement, proclaim your mora outrage at
what's going on. Deceit. Criminal negligence. Cover-up.

But I'm no crusader. I'm just awoman who knows a secret.

And now you do too.

Help me, John. Call that prince, the one who's suing Laughing Dragon over the degth of his
workers. Say I'll testify. But keep my name secret, just for thetime being. | still have ajob up here



with Laughing Dragon. | till have areputation asascientist, and if | start talking about artificia
gravity, telepathy... | promise I'll take the witness stand when the time comes, but | don't want to
declare war on Heaven just yet.

| want to Say herealittlewhilelonger. Eveniif it sometimesterrifiesme.

| want to hold on to my dreams.

VARIATION L: WHITE ELEPHANT
(ALLEGRO POMPOSO)
(AT GOOD SPEED, POMPOUSLY)
CONTACT: DECEMBER 2078
Excuse me, Miss, uhh, Ms,, uhh, Verhooven. Isyour father in?

This, uhh, it'sabusiness matter at the presidential level. Oh, no. No, it'snot... of course, you're
every bit the banker your father is, but | think—

Y es, maam.

Y es, maam.

No, maam.

Well, it'srelated to Laughing Dragon Entertainment Industries. Asyou know, their company has
loanswith thisbank well in excess of ... uhh, | have it written down... yes, maam, that'sthe figurel
have here. Very good. Y ou have an excdlent memory, miss, uhh, maam.

At any rate, when our bank has that much invested in afirm, you may or may not know it's
standard policy for usto, uhh, approach someone on their staff and make arrangementsto be
informed if and when something of interest... we prefer not to use theterm "spy,” maam. That term

hasn't gained acceptancein traditiona banking circles.

Certainly, I'll get to the point. Our, uhh, contact has informed us Mr. and Mrs. Naruki are
consdered missng. Maam.

Three days.
Our contact thinks the Narukis may have decided to, uhh, fly into the sun.

Widl, it isn't entirely unfounded, malam. On one previous occasion when Laughing Dragon's
business was running into setbacks, it's believed the Narukis set off sunward and—

Running into setbacks, malam. It isn't public knowledge, but the prince, you know, Prince, uhh,



who's suing Laughing Dragon over the construction deaths—he seemsto have comeinto some
information. We aren't exactly sure what he knows, but the word isit's extremely powerful leverage
that should... yes, we can try to find out. I'll write that down, shall 1? Action Item One: find out what
the prince knows.

Other sethacks, yes, maam, I'm getting to them. Uhh, it seemsthe, uhh, congtruction teams have
al evacuated.

Gone home, maam. All of them.

Our guessisthe prince told them something. Although maybe they just left on their own because
of al the accidents. The accidents. Four sincethe original one that killed the prince's workers.
Apparently there have been quakes on Heaven's surface which ruptured a number of domes... oh no,
there's no suggestion of sabotage. It says here Laughing Dragon security personnel investigated each
incident with al the... of course, therewasinsurance. We insst on insurance. We're abank.

Our own investigators, maam? Well, perhaps you don't, uhh, understand the level of security
Mrs., uhh, Mr. Naruki hasimposed on Heaven. No photographs, no close approach from space, no
unauthorized vistsfrom... good Lord, no, she wasn't trying to hide anything from us. How could she
hide something from us? We audit her books every six months.

The security was because Mrs. Naruki was worried about terrorists. Terrorists, maam. Well,
no, an amusement park one hundred and six million kilometers from Earth is not an obvious palitica
target, but caution isaways—

Oh, now, Miss Verhooven, uhh, Ms.... weve made asubstantia number of investigations, yes, a
substantial number, let me... oh... no... thisisthe, uhh... we cdl it the, uhh, nut file. From earlier
inquiries. You recall Laughing Dragon categorically refused to discuss how the body of Heaven was
constructed? Wdll, we did some digging to find out... asked around on al the planets, did anyone see
something huge and strange in space... well, we got some wild stories, maam, you'd be amused. No,
there's nothing of interest here, | personally checked each and every... yes, maam. Y es, maam. Il
leave thefile with you.

About the Narukis, maam... if they're, uhh, gone, there could be serious... well, | wastalking to
Legd, and they say if Laughing Dragon were to default on the loan, Heaven would, uhh... become
ours.

The bank’s.
Presumably we'd sl it to someone, maam.

There must be... uhh... | mean, it'sanice big, uhh... | should think thered be abuyer
somewhere, maam. All those energy cells, the scrap value done... no, | don't think we've calculated
the cost of reclamation. No, maam, | wouldn't be qualified to venture an opinion in that area. Not at
present. I'll make that another Action Item, shdl 1?

Maybe well just work up afull report on this, yes? | mean, Heaven'sagrest big... it'svery big.
There's dways someone who'll buy something that's big. In my experience. Any time the bank has
repossessed something before, we've never had any trouble sdlling it off... not when it was something,



uhh, big.

No, maam. We didn't think ahead. Were sorry.

VARIATION M: TOTEM
(TRANQUILLO CON SPIRITO)
(SERENELY, WITH SPIRIT)

CONTACT: JANUARY 2079

The smoke rises to heaven.

The sound of the rattle rises to heaven.
Let my song rise to heaven,

For | have dreamed a true dream.

Come here, Celeste.
Y ou're wondering what your anima will be, right?

When | was aboy your age, | wanted the shaman to tell me I'd been chosen by the eagles. |
dreamt of flying with them... or abear, that seemed like agood animal too. I'd seen abear onceina
zoo—it seemed wise and kindly. Now that | know more about bears, | redlize | overlooked
important aspects of the bear persondlity. Its claws, for example.

But no, your anima will not be the bear. Or the eagle. Or the wolf or the whae or any of those
totems young people usudly hopefor.

| know. Y ou're disgppointed. | was disappointed when the shaman told me my bed would liein
the rabbit lodge. | wanted to be... oh, something more heroic. | thought rabbits were timid and foolish.
But redly, when arabbit runsfrom afox, it isn't being foolish, isit? It'sjust being sensble. And a
rabbit has the heart of awolverine at times—when being braveisthe least foolish dternative. A rabbit
isadwayswatching, dwaysligening, dways sniffing the air. That'sagood way for ashamantolive.

But no, you won't be arabbit either.

The spirits have built anew lodge. They've sensed anew creature. Not human, not an animal
they've known in the past. It comesfrom far away. Thisanima isyour totem.

| don't know itsname. Y ou'rethefirst of itsclan. It has no name in any human tongue. Y ou can
ask for its secret name when you mest it.

Tomeset it, you'll have to journey off-planet. At present, the creature is severd million kilometers
insgdethe orbit of Mercury, and—

No, I'm not crazy. Or lying. The animals spoke. | dreamed atrue dream.



Areyou saying thetruth is only true when you can understand it?
Y ou're wrong.

When | went to university many decades ago, | enrolled in mathematics because | wanted to tell
truth from falsehood. | believed mathematics was the one pure source of truth becauseit wasthe only
discipline entirely divorced from subjectivity. But that was before | began studying. At schoadl, |
learned al mathematics Sartswith "Let's pretend thisistrue and seewhereit leads” That is
mathematics greeat joy and strength: it dares to stand on nothingness. It daresto see it'sstanding on
nothingness, yet its il brave. Can you tell meitsmagic isn't strong?

Y ou want to argue with me, | seethat. Don't you want to be a shaman, Celeste? Don't you want
to have magic in your heart? Wdll, I'll tell you a secret about magic: it refusesto be what you want it
to be. Demand something of magic and it will choose to be something else.

One quiet wintry Sunday while | was at the university, | woke at dawn and went for awalk. |
suppose you'd like me to give some mystic explanation for walking at that hour, but the truth is, my
roommate was snoring so loudly | couldn't deep, so | got angry and left. | walked nowherein
particular, and because | was angry, | paid little atention to the world around me: the cardinas
whistling in the trees, the squirrels running across the snow. | wasin no magica mood, | assure you.

But. As| passed one of the univergity parking lots, | saw a pirit.

It wasthe Thunderbird, | think: aman's body with the head of abird of prey. It was a the far
end of thelot, walking away from me toward the science complex; | could only seeits back, along
distance off.

| stood frozen for two full minutes until the spirit disappeared behind the Chemistry building.
Now, girl, wasthat magic?

The spirit was along way off and in the shadow of some buildings. It could have been nothing
more than someone wearing an odd hat. | tried to convince mysdlf | wasimagining things, because the
incident didn't fit with how | thought the world should work. Why would agreat spirit bewaking
acrossaparking lot? A parking lot! Not afield, not aforest, aparking lot. And if a spirit choseto
show itsdlf to me, why didn't it talk or do something miraculous? Why would it just walk away and

disappear?
Wasthat magic? Or wasit only my imagination?

Since then I've met the Thunderbird severa timesin my dreams of the Other World, but it's
always refused to say whether it redlly showed itsdf to me that day.

That'stheway of true magic, Celeste. It's dippery. It's aways open to question. My dreams of
the Other World, well, maybe they're just dreams, right? There'sdwaysalogica explanation
somewhereif you want it.

And therésdways magic if you want it. Everywhere. Intheforest, inthecity, inalodge, ina
fectory.



In space, severa million kilometersinside the orbit of Mercury.

That's the magic you've been offered, Celeste. Y ou don't get a choice what your magic will be;
your choiceiswhether you will let it be magic.

Will you?

Y es, we can get you there. A woman named Verhooven is bringing people to see the new
cregture. She's become curious about it; she's gathering those with knowledge of itstravels. It won't
be hard for you to join this group. Y ou belong to the creature's clan—you have to spesk for it. The
spiritswill make sure you get where you belong.

Areyou willing to accept thismagic, young shaman? Areyou willing to say, "L et's pretend thisis
true and see whereit leads'?

Then let the drums sound.

The music of the drums rises to Heaven.

FUGUE: ORGANISM
(ALLEGRO CON TUTTI)
(AT GOOD SPEED, WITH THE ENTIRE ORCHESTRA)
CONTACT: MARCH

According to thelaws of the League of Peoples, the boundary of asingle-sun solar systemiis
that set of points where the gravitationa attraction of the primary exactly equasthe gravitationa
atraction of the rest of the universe. Humans might claim determining thislineisimpossible, maybe
eveninviolation of quantum physics; but the laws of the League have taken precedence over the laws
of physics solong, physicsno longer conteststhe issue.

A few meters outside the boundary of Sol's system, the Outpost prepared for action. Sensors
had recorded a steady increase in the Organism's mass over the past months asit drank in Sol's
energy; within minutes, the Organism would have enough energy to open awormhole out of the
system. Wormholes were a haphazard way to travel—the hol€'s outlet might open asmuch asa
light-year off target—but species without true FTL flight found wormholes a convenient shortcut
whenever they wanted to legpfrog a parsec or two.

Of course, wormholes had an unfortunate tendency to suck in every particle of matter for
kilometers around....

The Outpost of the League of Peoples watched and waited. The odds were good that humans
would become an interstellar race much sooner than they expected.



[ Leviathan] On Heaven, the environment domes and dormitory pods were dowly being
shaken gpart by twitchesin the Organism'’s skin; but anew dormitory had been built in space, floating
somefive kilometers above the surface. In this dormitory's cafeteria, Colleen O'Nell stood before a
giant viewscreen, watching a crack grow across the surface of one of Heaven's domes as the creature
shrugged. Colleen had no ideawhich heavenly environment was dying... Vahalaperhaps, crumbling
into Gotterddmmerung. Good riddance.

She hated the sight of her grandfather's magnificent L eviathan reduced to this decrepit clown.
But at the farthest ranges of vision, she could see the creature's wings spread wide to the sun: aclear,
clean black, darker than the night sky behind them. VVahallaand Nirvanaand the Sunboat Fun ride
were just barnacles on Leviathan's hide; they'd be scraped off soon enough.

[Nessie] Stitch Ashworth entered the cafeteriaand nearly |eft again immediately. The only other
person he saw there was afellow Martian, but dressed in laborer's khaki, her red hair braided with
the gritty twine that miners called sand-gtring. Stitch's family were Olympians, residents of the heights
of Olympus Mons, where the corporate executives lived. Asaboy hed been beaten up by miners
children whenever he ventured out of the Olympian safe areas; held become a pilot to get away from
the mines, the miners, and everyone associated with the desolation of Mars.

Thewoman must have heard him comein, for she turned and nodded without smiling. "Hello."
"H'lo," he answered carefully. "Anything doing out?"
"Heaveniswarring with itsdf," she said. "Theidols are crashing down."

"Oh." He looked at the wreckage shuddering across the surface. A concrete tower toppled
soundlesdy across acluster of roller-coaster tracks. The windowsin the distant tower's observation
deck shattered; the air indgde burst outward, its humidity turning to aspray of white. Stitch couldn't
remember if the white was steam because of the low pressure or frost because of the cold. "Wild, isn't
it?' hesad.

"Yes" sad the woman, sounding very satisfied.

"l wasthinking of driving down," Stitch said suddenly, surprisng himself held reveded thisto a
stranger. "I'm licensed for minishuttles, and there are dozensin the docking bay. I'd like to see...” But
there was something too intense in the woman's expression to let him tell the truth: that he was hoping
to find some huge chak letters his grandfather had scribbled decades earlier. "I'd like to seeit close
up,” hesad.

Thewoman looked down &t the surface again. She seemed to be smiling at the continuing
destruction. "I'd like to seeit close up too."

[Angel] Dr. Smon Esteban met two of hisfellow passengersin the corridor: Martians, both of
them, alaborer built like a she-bear and a shy dandy dressed like he was heading for Club Olympia
No, Esteban corrected himsdlf, it was wrong to pigeonhole people so quickly. Assoon asa



psychiatrist |abeled a patient, he started treating the labdl instead of the person.

Esteban had repested that axiom to himsdlf so often it was like amantra. Jogging around the
track at the gym, he sometimes caught himself muttering, "Treat the person, not the label," over and
over and over and over.

"We're going for acloser look at the surface,”" the she-bear said. "Interested?”

"Certainly," Esteban said, smiling his professond amile. In fact, held heard that vicious quakes
rocked the surface from time to time, scattering rubble into the air. Getting too close was dangerous...
but hisfirst patient Rachel had hesitated to approach her angdl, and for that cowardice, she'd gone
mead.

No, he corrected himsdlf, she'd succumbed to delusional paranoia brought about by unresolved
ouilt.

No, he corrected himsdlf again. She'd gone mad.

[Bogey] Inthedocking bay, Jenny Harrington did into the shadows of an inactive minishuttle
storage tube when she heard approaching footsteps. Not that Jenny was afraid to be caught
here—Ms. Verhooven said guests could go where they liked. But Jenny didn't want to talk to anyone
now, didn't want the pointless ritua's of making conversation with strangers. In her hand wasa
bouquet of daisies, hard-grown in Marss sterile sail... well, to be honest, grown in spite of Mars's
s0il, because it had been necessary to add so much: fertilizer, water, severa strains of bacteria

Jenny didn't want any of Verhooven's other gueststo see the flowersin her hand. They'd dll
heard her story. They'd think she was going to drop the flowers on the spot where her father had died
because she loved him. Nothing could be further from the truth. Her father had been amilitaristic
blockhead who died trying to kill some harmlesshulk... and it was al pointless, wasn't it, because the
hulk was till here and dll that was | €eft of her father was adent in the hulk's side. Love wasfor people
who deserved it, and her father had never ever deserved it.

The flowers were an exorcism, nothing more. A way to close off the past, once and for al.

Three people passed her hiding place and entered another minishuttle tube. Soon the blast door
shut and the mini blasted off.

Jenny clutched her flowersfiercely and headed for the next active shuttle.

[ Daemon] Gregor Petrozowski did nothing asthe first shuttle emerged from the dormitory. His
yacht hovered above the dormitory, severad kilometers sunward; he could see everything, with little
chance of being detected himsdlf, just afleck in thefirebal's face. When the second shuttle took off,
the old man gave his computer asingle soft command. "Down.”

The sound of the sun wasloud static over hisradio speakers. In hisyears of isolation, hed



developed adistaste for both music and the human voice. Staying in contact with humanity had been
impure, inaway he couldn't explain. If he was to become worthy to rediscover his daemon, he had
to cut himsdlf off from the mundane world. Now the only voice he could stand wasthe sun's.

Obvioudy, other people had discovered the daemon while he was searching alone in space.
They'd tried to build something on it—temples, maybe; he couldn't tell now that everything wasin
ruins. If he'd been listening to human broadcasts, he would have come here much earlier.

But he was here now. He had found the daemon, unaided, in the vast depths of space. And he
could fed in hisbonesthat hed arrived justin time.

"Down," hewhispered. "Down."

[ Boojum] "That's Petrozowski's yacht,” Emil Mayoustold hisson Y orgi. "Petrozowski himsdf."

The boy hauled himsdlf off his accel eration couch with agrest ripping of Ve cro and floated over
to the viewscreen. "Y acht looks like shit," he said after amoment's ingpection.

The boy Y orgi thought he was an expert on yachts now that he owned one himself. Emil didn't
want to know where the boy got enough money to buy the ship. Emil hadn't wanted to cometo
Heaven ether, but Y orgi thought the Verhooven woman might pay big money to hear about his
father's boojum hunt.

" Petrozowski's probably been in space ever since he abandoned the company,” Yorgi said. "l
bet he hasn't—Jesus Chrigt!"

A jet-black wing swept past the viewscreen like aflapping chunk of night. Proximity darms
blared throughout the ship.

"Y ou stupid fleal" Emil shouted at his son, for no reason except hisfear.

[Titan] Thelast maxishuttle to Heaven was en route to the main dormitory when the Organism
lifted itswingsto full height. Suddenly, the shuttle found itsdlf in atrough six kilometers deep, thewalls
and floor so black they were nearly invisible. Overhead, the wide face of the sun burned down into
the chasm; but it wasfar, far away, like aglimpse of sky to achild trapped in awell.

"00000," said Begtrice Mallio, agefour.

"Wow," said Benedict Mdllio, agefive.

" Something nice on the viewscreen?' their mother asked. Like the other adults on board, Juliet
Mallio wastired of looking outside after days of travel; but she dutifully prepared hersdf to admire

whatever piece of gpace debris her children were watching now.

Her eyes widened as she saw the deep black of the Organism'’s skin towering over both sides of



the ship, the wings forming massive walls of starless night. At first she thought the shuttle had entered
some sort of landing bay; but as she watched, dim flecks of blue-tinged light flickered into life against
the blackness.

"Pretty!" said Bedtrice.
"Likedectric spiderd” said Benedict.

And they did look like spiders, skittering out of their nests and racing across the surface of both
wings. The spiders danced madly, colliding with each other, coaescing... and suddenly one legpt
across the gap between thewings, tralling apae thread of lightning directly in front of the shuttle.
Without thinking, Juliet ssamped down with her foot, asif she had abrake pedd that could stop the
ship from flying through the lightning. The shuttl€'s pilot must have had reflexes equaly quick, for the
ship suddenly dipped, just managing to dip under the glowing thread.

All over the cabin, people cried out at the ship's sudden maneuver; but Juliet remained tensely
slent, her eyes on the screen, her arms reaching out to wrap around her children's shoulders.

More and more of the lightning-threads sparked from one wing to another, weaving anet, aweb
across the trough. There was no way the pilot could avoid them al. One thread whipped against the
shuttles hull, and for amoment the viewscreen image twisted into jagged distortion; but amoment
later, the picture snapped back into focus with an audible crackle. Another lightning strike, another
crackle, athird, afourth; then afountain of light gushed crimson and the viewscreen went dead.

"Children,” said Juliet Mallio, "are your safety beltsvery snug? Y es, make sure, let me check.
Good. Good. A kissfor each of you. That's nice, very nice. Now it'stoo bad the pretty show has
gone off the screen, but maybe you'd like astory instead. Y es? Maybe astory about a Titan.” The
shuttle veered sharply upward. "A Titan named Prometheus. A sad story, but a brave one.”

The shuttle rocked like a cradle under an impatient hand.

"Ready? Once upon atime..."

[Dragon] Sunward, the Narukislooked back for afina time on their dragon. The wingswere
now pulled so far forward it seemed asif the Laughing Dragon of Heaven had reshaped itsdf into a
cavernous mouth and its bresth was arainbow of fire.

"A truedragon,” said Y ushio, awestruck.
"It dways has been," hiswife answered.

"Change course, change course!™ Y ushio shouted to their yacht's navigation computer. "Into the
dragon's mouth!"

For amoment, Mrs. Naruki considered countermanding the order. But when she saw the
exhilaration on her hushand's face, the joy of jumping into something new and exciting, she held her
slence. The sun, the dragon, never mind.



Shetook Y ushio's hand and squeezed fondly.

[Roc] Two sests behind the Mdlio family inside the maxishuttle, the prince unbuckled his safety
belt, then staggered up the aide and dragged open the hatch separating the cockpit from the
passenger cabin. Thefemae pilot shouted at him to get back and sit down, but the prince ignored the
woman; he refused to die meekly, blind to what was happening and strapped into a comfortable chair.

Through the tinted cockpit port, the prince saw the pilot had angled the shuttle upward, trying to
climb out of the trough made by the Organism's wings; but the web of energy woven acrossthe
chasm was acting like aphysica obstruction, tangling around the ship's nose, dragging it down. Red
lights flashed on the control panel; new oneslit every second.

There were no sounds but the cursing of the pilot and afrightened babbling back in the cabin.
But benegath hisfeet, the prince could fed the floor beginning to vibrate.

Trying to balance againgt the rocking of the ship, he kndlt beside the pilot and said inalow
voice, "I'm atrained engineer. Tell mewhat | can do to help.”

"Can you cross your fingers and pray?"' she asked.

"Thefirg thing an engineer learns" hetold her.

[Lion] Inthe passenger cabin of the shuttle, Elizabeth Obasa hugged her children and
whispered to them not to cry. "Listen,” shesaid, "I had adream. When | was deeping alittle while
ago. About your father.

"Hewaswalking across adark grassdand at night, and wherever | looked there was an anima
there, watching him: abull, abear, aswan, dl kinds of animas.

"As| watched, he walked up to agoat and said, 'I'm looking for alion.’

"The goat said, 'I'm alion.' So they walked alittle distance and they talked about how beautiful
their children looked when they were adeep.

"Then he walked up to afine winged horse and said, 'I'm looking for alion.’

"Thehorse said, 'I'm alion." So they walked alittle distance and they talked about how beautiful
their children sounded when they laughed.

"Then he walked up to me and said, 'I'm looking for alion.’

"l sad, 'I'm alion.’ So we walked ashort distance to alittle grove where you children were
climbing trees. And your father said, 'So many liond" "

A burgt of blinding blue roared out from the door to the cockpit and the cabin lights blinked out.



[Juggernaut] The cabin lay sllent and dark, lit only by afaint glow coming from the cockpit.
Sowly, Shanta Mukerjhee eased her grip on the arms of her seat; she'd been clinging so tightly her
knuckles cracked softly asthey relaxed. She desperately wanted al the trouble to go away, for thisto
be yet another dream sent by the Juggernaut. But she knew thiswasredl. And the blast of light from
the cockpit suggested afire, an explosion, something like that.

Her son John would never forgive her for cowering in her seat when the pilot might be
endangered.

Hesitantly, she lifted open the release on her safety belt. Her first motion sent her drifting toward
the cabin roof, bumping off and heading floorward again. It was amost funny—at one time she would
have been completely disoriented by being weightless, but thanks to some soybeans, she was quite
accustomed to it by now.

She could easily pull hersdf forward by grabbing at the edge of the overhead luggage
compartments. A few of her fellow travelers were beginning to make panicked noisesin the darkness.
"It'sdl right,” shesaid loudly, "it'sjust that the engines have shut off, so were dl weightless. Stay
whereyou are and I'll check with the pilot.”

She hoped she sounded cool and confident. John would despise her forever if she couldn't keep
peoplecdminacriss.

The light in the cockpit area was starshine coming through the front port: the hard sharp starshine
of vacuum. The sun was not in sight, and overhead, the body of the Juggernaut was avast blackness
againgt the Milky Way. Itswings had once again tucked back againgt its bodly; its fireworks were
over.

By the starlight, Shanta could see the pilot il belted into her chair, her face and hands black
with burns. Shanta put her hand to the pilot's neck; no pulse. Electrocution from the control panel?
Shanta couldn't imagine the Size of apower surge that would kill ahuman being faster than fuses could
blow.

But gtill. The pilot was dead.

On the opposite Side of the cockpit, the prince's body was drifting, nudging against the side
viewing port. He too had been caught in the power surge, but his burns were less severe. Shanta
could fed no pulsein histhroat either, but she couldn't just hover there staring a two dead bodies
without doing something.

Shanta pushed the prince's body down to the floor and tried to give CPR. Weightlessness made
it dmost impossible: when she pressed on his chest, she drifted toward the roof. She managed to
prop her shoulder under the pilot's chair to get some leverage, then began again. Patiently.

Unstoppably.

[ White Elephant] Margaret V erhooven floated to the door of the maxishuttle cockpit. She



could see the dead pilot, and Shanta M ukerjhee trying to revive the prince. She could also see other
shipsoutside: two minishuttles and three yachts. The shuttles were stenciled with the name of her
bank, but the yachts were unfamiliar.

Verhooven scanned the sky for some indication of where shewas. Againgt the swath of
untwinkling stars, one star stood out from the rest, brighter than any planet seen from Earth. The star
was ydlow. It was either the sun much too far away, or another star much too close up.

The Outpost of the League of Peoples suddenly appeared below the shuttle, seeming to
materidize from nowhere: ahuge habitat bigger than any orbital or space-whed, its brilliantly white
skin surrounded by amilky envelope of particles agitated by itsarrival. Teleportation? Verhooven
asked hersdf slently. Or just moving so fast | didn't see it come? And what the hell isit?

The Outpost began to ascend dowly. Looking at the stark white Outpost below and the
jet-black Organism above, Verhooven had the image of being crushed between giant salt and pepper
shakers. She gtifled alaugh before it threatened to become hysterical.

When the Outpost nudged up againgt the shuttle, Verhooven heard only a soft bump. She
floated downward as the Outpost continued to ascend, pushing the shuttle with it. With one hand, she
grabbed the edge of the cabin door and pulled hersalf back up to keep aclear view out the cockpit

port.

One by one, the other ships made contact with the ascending Outpost and were caught in its
upward push. They were not far gpart to begin with, al sucked through the same smal wormhole and
gpat out a the same point; now gentle nudges from the Outpost clumped them closer together, until
they were bumping each other lightly like rowboatstied to the same ring on adock. (Verhooven
thought about the time her father had taken her fishing. The only time. Shewas eight yearsold, and for
some reason he thought she hadn't enjoyed herself. Whenever she asked if she could go with him on
another trip, he thought she was being polite. Or sarcastic. Throughout her whole life, no one had ever
been able to tell when she was sincere.)

Shetold hersdlf the white giant benesth them would redlly crush the ships against Heaven above;
but when the gap was dmost closed, the Outpost stopped pushing and et the ships drift the rest of
the way to Heaven's surface. For amoment nothing happened but a gentle bump. Then, without
hurry, gravity imposed itself: gravity from the Organism overhead, making the shuttl€sroof into a
floor.

Verhooven had ample time to reorient hersdlf. Across the cabin, she saw Shanta Mukerjhee
cradling the prince's body as the world reversed. The prince was breathing weskly.

Behind Verhooven's back, the hatch to the outside world did open. Adrendine shot into her
blood and she dragged in a huge breath, expecting the ship's atmosphere to gust out into vacuum; but
there was no wind, nor the sudden cold of space. A warm breeze blew in through the hatch, smelling
as pleasant asa sunny hillside. She remembered the smell from the two weeks she and her father had
spent at amountain resort in the Rockies. They'd never done that again either.

Verhooven found she had tearsin her eyes.



[ Totem] Celeste Dumont was the first person to leave the shuttle. She walked dowly down the
gangway, trying to memorize every sensation as she set foot on her totem's skin. The eyesof itsscales
tracked her as she moved. She kndlt and held her hand out close to the surface, the same way she
would let adog smell her when shemet it for the first time. The eyesfocused on her, drank in her

bodly hest.

Behind her, other passengers came dowly out of the shuttle, and farther off, people emerged
from the other shipsthat lay on the surface. Some talked excitedly; others seemed struck dumb.
Celesteremained slent and tried to hear a deeper voice.

When the babble of humans became too distracting, she moved away from them, coming at last
to ahatchway in the sde of alarge black bulgein the Organism's skin. The hatch did open at her
touch, revedling an airlock. She went inside, closed the outer door, opened theinner.

Celeste found hersdlf in aplace of quiet greenery. A well-tended Japanese temple stood before
her, and somewhere insde aflute was playing. As she followed the sound of the music, awild joy
filled her heart, tightening her chest, burning through her whole body: the taste of magic, the sensation
of truly not knowing what might be abroad in the world, yet racing eagerly to meet it.

[Organism] The Envoy of the League of Peoples sat in abamboo chair beside the temple's
dtar, hisheart filled with the same fierce excitement. Hed lost track of how many human lifetimes hed
waited for this moment... dthough he was human himsdlf, very human. Could abeing live centuries
and il betruly human?Yes. Yes.

If he couldn't cdm himsdlf by playing the flute, hefdlt asif his heart would batter itsway out of
hischest.

A woman entered the sanctuary, nearly running, her face shining. He lowered hisflute and smiled
sdlf-conscioudy. He was sure she'd be disappointed to see avery ordinary man here; but there was
no disappointment on her face.

"Hello," hesad.

"Hello," she answered, abit out of breath. "Do you know anything about this... creature were
ganding on?'

"I've been watching it along time. From the Outpost. The Outpost isthe big white thing." He
laughed. "I've been watching everything along time. Hello."

"Yes Hdlo."

"The League of Peopleswrote me a peech to welcome humanity as new citizens of the
universe" hesaid, "but it's very pompous. At the moment, |'d be embarrassed to ddliver it. If you
people invite me back to Earth, I'm sure I'll have plenty of public speaking engagements. | can be
pompous then. So... just hdllo.”

She smiled brilliantly, and his heart beet even harder. Hed never met another human. He



couldn't believe how magnificent humans could be. He wanted to see them dl, touch them, embrace
them, thiswoman, the others outside, a solar system full of them.

O wonder, hethought, how many goodly creatures are there here! How beauteous
mankind is! O brave new world that has such peoplein't.

An dlusion to ahuman celebration text. His mentor would be proud.
"Thiscreature..." the woman said to him, pointing downward. "Do you know its name?'
"l just cdll it the Organism.”

She nodded asif she found the name perfect. "It's my totem,” she said. "I'vefindly found my
totem."

He gmiled. "So havel."

Three Hearings on the Existence of Snakesin the Human
Bloodstream

1. Concerning an Arrangement of Lenses, So Fashioned as to Magnify the View of Divers
Animalcules, Too Tiny to be Seen with the Unaided Eye:

HisHoliness, Supreme Patriarch Septus XX1V, was an expert on chains.

By holy law, chains were required on every defendant brought to the Court Immaculate.
However, my Lord the Jailer could exercise greet latitude in choosing which chainswent on which
prisoners. A man possessed of a hedlthy fortune might buy hisway into nothing more than agold link
necklace looped loosaly around histhroat; a beautiful woman might vist the Jailer privately in his
chambers and emerge with thin and glittering silver bracelets—chains, yes, but as delicate as thread.
If, on the other hand, the accused could offer neither riches nor position nor generous physica
charms... well then, the prison had an ample supply of leg-irons, manacles, and other such fetters,
designed to show these vermin the grim weight of God'sjustice.

The man currently standing before Peatriarch Septus occupied a seldom-seen middle ground in
the quantity of restraints. two solid handcuffsjoined by an iron chain of business-like gauge, strong
enough that the prisoner had no chance of breaking free, but not so heavy asto strain the man's
shouldersto the point of pain. Clearly, my Lord the Jailer had decided on a cautious approach to this
particular case; and Septus wondered what that meant. Perhaps the accused was nobody himsalf but
had sufficient connectionsto rule out unwarranted indignities... asculptor or musician, for example,
who had won favor with afew great householdsin the city. The man certainly had an artistic
look—fierce eyesin animpractical face, the sort of high-strung temperament who could express
passion but not useiit.

"Beit known to the court,” cried the First Attendant, "here stands one Anton Leeuwenhoek, a
natura philosopher who isaccused of heresy againgt God and Our Lady, the Unbetombed Virgin.
Kned, Supplicant, and pray with His Holiness, that this day shall seejustice.”



Septus waited to see what L eeuwenhoek would do. When thieves and murderers came before
the court, they dropped to their kneesimmediately, making a gaudy show of begging God to prove
their innocence. A heretic, however, might spit defiance or hurl curses at the Petriarchal throne—not a
good way to win mercy, but then, many heretics came to this chamber intent on their own martyrdom.
Leeuwenhoek had the eyes of such afanatic, but gpparently not the convictions; without so much asa
grimace, he got to his knees and bowed his head. The Patriarch quickly closed his own eyes and
intoned the words he had recited five times previoudy this morning: "God grant me thewisdom to
perceive the truth. Blessed Virgin, grant me the judgment to mete out justice. Let usal act thisday to
the gregter glory of Thy Divine Union. Amen."

Amens sounded around the chamber: attendants and advocates following the form. Septus
glanced sidewaystoward Satan's Watchboy, an ominoustitle for acheerfully freckle-faced youth, the
one person here excused from closing his eyes during the prayer. The Watchboy nodded twice,
indicating that Leeuwenhoek had maintained a proper attitude of prayer and said Amen with everyone
else. Good—this had just become avalid trid, and anything that happened from this point on had the
srength of heavenly authority.

"My Lord Prosecutor,” Septus said, "state the charges.”

The prosecutor bowed as deeply as hiswell-rounded girth alowed, perspiration already beading
on his powdered forehead. It was not ahot day, early spring, nothing more... but Prosecutor ben
Jacob was aman famous for the quantity of his sweet, atrait that usually bothered hislegdl
adversaries more than himself. Many an opposing counsdl had been distracted by the copious flow
streaming down ben Jacob's face, thereby overlooking flawsin the prosecutor's arguments. One
could dwaysfind flaws in ben Jacob's arguments, Septus knew—-dear old Abraham was not overly
clever. He was, however, honest, and could not conceive of winning persona advancement at the
expense of those he prosecuted; therefore, the Patriarch had never dismissed the man from his

position.

"Your Holiness," ben Jacob said, "this case concerns claims against the Doctrine of the, uhh...
Seeping Snake.”

"Ah." Septus glanced over at Leeuwenhoek. "My son, do you truly deny God's doctrine?!
The man shrugged. "I have disproved the doctrine. Therefore, it can hardly be God's.”

Severd atendants gasped loudly. They perceived it as part of their job to show horror at every
sacrilege. The same attendants tended to whisper and make jokes during the descriptions of true
horrors: murders, rapes, maimings. "' The spectators will remain slent,” Septus said wearily. He had
recited those words five times this morning too. "My Lord Prosecutor, will you please read the text?

"Ummm... thetext, yes, thetext."

Septus maintained his composure while ben Jacob shuffled through papers and parchments
looking for what he needed. It was, of course, standard procedure to read any passages of scripture
that a heretic denied, just to make sure there was no misunderstanding. It was also standard
procedure for ben Jacob to misplace his copy of the relevant text in apile of other documents. With
any other prosecutor, this might have been some kind of strategy; with ben Jacob, it was smply
disorganization.



"Here we are, yes, herewe are,” he said at last, producing a dog-eared page with a smear of
grease clearly visble aong one edge. "Gospd of Susannah, chapter twenty-three, first verse” Ben
Jacob paused while the two Verification Attendants found the passage in their own scripture books.
They would follow slently as he read the text doud, ready to catch any dips of the tongue that
deviated from the holy word. When the attendants were ready, ben Jacob cleared histhroat and read:

After the procession ended, they withdrew to agarden outside the walls of Jerusdlem. And in
the evening, it happened that Matthias beheld a serpent there, hidden by weeds. He therefore took up
agtone that he might crush the beast; but Mary stayed his hand, saying, "Thereis no danger, for [ook,
the beast deeps.”

"Teacher," Matthias answered, "it will not deep forever.”

"Veily," said Mary, "l promiseit will deep till dawn; and when the dawn comes, we will leave
thisplace and al the serpentsthat it holds."

Y et ill, Matthias kept hold of the stone and gazed upon the serpent with fear.

"Oyedf littlefaith,” said Mary to Matthias, "why do you concern yoursdlf with the deeping
creature before you, when you are blind to the serpentsin your own heart? For | tell you, each drop
of your blood courses with alegion of serpents, and so it isfor every Child of Dugt. You aredl
poisoned with black venoms, poisoned unto death. But if you believein me, | will sing those serpents
to deep; then will they dumber in peace until you leave thisflesh behind, entering into the dawn of
God'snew day."

Ben Jacob lowered his page and looked to the Verifiersfor confirmation. The Patriarch turned in
their direction too, but he didn't need their nodsto tell him the scripture had been read correctly.
Septus knew the passage by heart; it was one of the fundamental texts of Mother Church, the Virgin's
promise of salvation. It was aso one of the most popular textsfor hereticsto chalenge. The
presumption of origina sin, of damnation being inherent in human flesh... that was anathemato many a
fiery young soul. What kind of God, they asked, would damn an infant to hell merely for being
born? It was agood question, its answer till the subject of much subtle debate; but the Virgin's
words were unequivocal, whether or not theologians had reasoned out al the implications.

"Anton Leeuwenhoek," Septus said, "you have heard the verified word of scripture. Do you
deny itstruth?"

Leeuwenhoek stared directly back. "1 must,” he answered. "I have examined human blood in
meticulous detall. It contains no serpents.”

Thetoadies in the courtroom had their mouths open, ready to gasp again at sacrilege; but even
they could hear the man was not speaking in deliberate blasphemy. He seemed to be stating... afact.

How odd.

Septus straightened dightly in the Patriarcha throne. This had the prospect of more interest than
the usud heresy trid. ™Y ou understand,” he said to Leeuwenhoek, "this passageis about origina sin.
The Blessed Virgin states that all human beings are poisoned with sin and can only be redeemed
through her."



"On the contrary, Y our Holiness." Leeuwenhoek's voice was sharp. " The passage sates there
are snakesin human blood. | know there are not.”

"The snakes are merdly..." Septus stopped himsdf intime. He had been on the verge of saying
the snakes were merely ametaphor; but thiswasapublic tria, and any pronouncements he made
would have the force of law. To declare that any part of scripture was not the litera truth... no
Patriarch had ever done so in open forum, and Septus did not intend to be thefirt.

"Let us be clear on thispoint,” Septus said to Leeuwenhoek. "Do you deny the Doctrine of
Origind Sn?'

"No—I could never make heads or tails of theology. What | understand is blood; and there are
no snakesinit."

One of the toadies ventured asmall gasp of horror, but even adeaf man could have told the
sound was forced.

Prosecutor ben Jacab, trying to be helpful, said, "Y ou must appreciate the snakeswould be
vey, very smal.”

"That'sjustit,” Leeuwenhoek answered with sudden enthusiasm. "I have created adevice which
makesit possibleto view tiny things asif they were much larger.” He turned quickly toward Septus.
"Y our Holinessisfamiliar with the telescope? The device for viewing objects at long distances?"

The Patriarch nodded in spite of himself.

"My device," Leeuwenhoek said, "functionson asimilar principle—an arrangement of lenses
which amplify one'svison to reved thingstoo small to see with the naked eye. | have examined blood
in every particular; and while it contains numerous minute animacules| cannot identify, | svear to the
court there are no snakes. Slegping or otherwise.”

"Mm." Septustook amoment to fold his hands on the bench in front of him. When he spoke, he
did not meet the prisoner'seyes. "It iswell known that snakes are adept at hiding, are they not?
Surely it is possible a snake could be concealed behind... behind these other minute animal cules you
mention.”

"A legion of serpents,” Leeuwenhoek said stubbornly. "That'swhat the text said. A legion of
serpentsin every drop of blood. Surely they couldn't all find aplaceto hide; and | have spent
hundreds of hours searching, Y our Holiness. Days and weeks and months.”

”Mm_"

Troublesome to admit, Septus didn't doubt the man. The Patriarch had scanned the skieswith an
excellent telescope, and had seen a universe of unexpected wonders—mountains on the moon, hair
on the sun, rings around the planet Cronus. He could well bdlieve Leeuwenhoek's magnifier would
revedl Smilar surprises... evenif it didn't show serpentsin the bloodstream. The serpents were merely
aparable anyway; who could doubt it? Blessed Mary often spoke in poetic language that every
educated person recognized as symbolic rather than factud.



Unfortunately, the church was not composed of educated persons. No matter how sophisticated
the clergy might be, parishioners came from humbler stock. Snakesin the blood? If that'swhat Mary
said, it must be true; and heaven help a Patriarch who took aless dogmatic stance. The bedrock of
the church was Authority: ecclesiagtic authority, scripturd authority. If Septus publicly dlowed that
some doctrines could be interpreted as mere symbolism—that a fundamental teaching was metaphor,
not literal fact—wall, dl it took was asingle holein awineskin for everything to lesk out.

On the other hand, truth was truth. If there were no snakes, there were no snakes. God made
theworld and dl the peopleinit; if the Creator chose to fashion human lifeblood a certain way, it was
the duty of Mother Church to accept and praise Him for it. Clinging to alie in order to preserve one's
authority was worse than mere cowardice; it was the most damning blasphemy.

Septuslooked at Leeuwenhoek, standing handcuffed in the dock. A living man with aliving soul;
and with one word, Septus could have him executed as a purveyor of falsehood.

But where did the falsehood truly lie?

"This case cannot be decided today," Septus announced. "Mother Church will investigate the
clamsof the accused to the fullest extent of her strength. We will build magnifier devices of our own,
properly blessed to protect againgt Satan's interference.” Septus fought back a smile at that; there
were gill some stuffy inquisitors who believed the devil distorted what one saw through any lens. "We
ghall seewhat isthere and what isnot."

Attendants nodded in agreement around the courtroom, just asthey would nod if the sentence
had been immediate acquittal or desth. But ben Jacob said, ™Y our Holiness—perhapsit would be
best if the court wereto... to issue ingructions that no other person build a magnification device until
the church hasruled in this matter."

"On the contrary,” Septusreplied. "I think the church should make magnifiersavailableto dl
persons who ask. L et them seefor themsdlves.”

The Patriarch smiled, wondering if ben Jacob understood. A decree suppressing magnifiers
would smply encourage dissidents to build them in secret; on the other hand, providing free accessto
such devices would bring the curious into the church, not drive them away. Anyway, the question
would only interest the leisured class, those with time and energy to wonder about esoteric issues. The
great bulk of thelaity, farmers and miners and ostlers, would never hear of the offer. Evenif they did,
they would hardly care. Minute animal cules might be amusing curiogities, but they had nothing to do

with apeasant'slife.

Another pause for prayer and then Leeuwenhoek was escorted away to instruct church scholars
in how to build his magnification device. The man seemed happy with the outcome—more than
escaping a death sentence, he would now have the chance to show others what he'd seen. Septus had
met many men like that: grownup children, looking for colorful shells on the beach and touchingly
grateful when someone elsetook an interest in their sandy little collections.

Asfor Leeuwenhoek's original magnifier—Septus had the device brought to his chambers when
the court recessed at noon. Blood was easy to come by: one sharp jab from apin and the Patriarch
had his sample to examine. Eagerly he peered through the viewing lens, adjusting the focusin the same
way as atelescope.



Animalcules. How remarkable.

Tiny, tiny anima cules... countless schools of them, swimming in his own blood. What wonders
God had made! Creatures of different shapes and sizes, perhaps predators and prey, like the fishes
that swam in the ocean.

And were there snakes? The question was amost irrelevant. And yet... very faintly, so closeto
invisblethat it might be atrick of the eye, something asthin asahair seemed to flit momentarily
acrossthe view.

Then it wasgone.

2. The Origin of Serpentine Analogues in the Blood of Papist Peoples:

Her Britannic Mgesty, Anne VI, rather liked the Star Chamber. True, its power had been
mongtroudy abused at timesin the past five centuries—secret trids leading to secret executions of
people who were probably more innocent than the monarchs sitting on the judgment seat—but even
in the glorious Empire, there was a place for confidential hearings. The queen on thisside of thetable,
one of her subjects on the other... it had the air of a private chat between friends: atime when
difficulties could get sorted out, oneway or another.

"Wdl, Mr. Darwin," she said after the teahad been poured, "it ssemsyou've stirred up quitea
hornet's nest. Have you not?"

The fiercely bearded man acrossthe table did not answer immediately. Helaid afinger on the
handle of his cup asif to drink or not to drink was some momentous decision; then he said, "I have
smply spoken the truth, maam... as| seeit.”

"Y es; but different people see different truths, don't they? And the things you say are true have
upset agreat many of my loya subjects. Y ou are aware there has been... unpleasantness?’

"I know about the riots, maam. Severa times they have come uncomfortably closeto me. And,
of course, there have been thrests on my life."

"Indeed.” Annelifted atiny dice of buttered bread and took what she hoped would seem a
thoughtful nibble. For some reason, she aways enjoyed egting in front of the accused here in the Star
Chamber; they themsalves never had any appetite at al. "The threets are one reason Weinvited you
here today. Scotland Y ard is growing rather weary of protecting you; and Sir Oswad haslong
pondered whether your lifeisworthiit.”

That got the expected reaction—Darwin's finger froze on the cup handle, the color draining
away from hisface. "I had not redlized..." His eyes narrowed. "l perceive, maam, that someone will
soon make adecison on thisissue.”

"Exactly,” the queen said. "Sir Oswald has turned to the crown for guidance, and now Weturn
to you." Shetook another tiny bite of the bread. "It would be good of you to explain your
theories—to lay out the train of reasoning that led to your... unsettling public statements.”



"It'sdl laid out in my book, maam."

"But your book isfor scientists, not queens.” Anne set down the bread and adlowed hersdlf a
smal sp of tea. Shetook her time doing so, but Darwin remained silent. "Please,” shesaid at last.
"We wish to make an informed decision.”

Darwin grunted... or perhapsit was a hollow chuckle of cynicism. Anill-bred sound in ether
case. "Very well, Your Mgesty." Henodded. "It issmply ameatter of history."

"Higtory is seldom smple, Mr. Darwin; but proceed.”

"In... 1430 something, | forget the exact year, Anton Leeuwenhoek appeared before Supreme
Patriarch Septus to discuss the absence of snakesin the bloodstream. Y ou are familiar with that,
maam?'

"Certainly. It wasthe pivotd event in the Schism between Our church and the Papigts.”
"Judt 0."

Anne could see Darwin itching to legp off his chair and begin prowling about the room, like a
professor lecturing to aclass of dull-lidded schoolboys. His strained impetuosity amused her; but she
hoped he would keep hisimpulsesin check. "Pray continue, Mr. Darwin."

"It iscommon knowledge that the Patriarch's decision led to a... adeluge, shall we say, of
people peering at their own blood through amicroscope. Only the upper classes at first, but soon
enough it spread to the lower levels of society too. Since the church alowed anyoneto look into a
microscope without cogt, | suppose it was afree source of amusement for the peasantry.”

"An opiate for the masses," Anne offered. Sherather liked the phrase—Mr. Marx had used it
when he had hislittle vist to the Star Chamber.

"| supposethat must beit,” Darwin agreed. "At any rate, the phenomenon far outstripped
anything Septus could have foreseen; and even worse for the Patriarchy, it soon divided the church
into two camps—those who claimed to see snakes in their blood and those who did not.”

"Mr. Darwin, We are well aware of the fundamenta difference between Papists and the
Redeemed.”

"Begging your pardon, maam, but | believe the usud higtorical interpretationis... flawed. It
confuses cause and effect.”

"How can there be confusion?' Anne asked. "Papists have serpentsin their blood; that is
apparent to any child looking into amicroscope. We Redeemed have no such contaminants; again,
that is smple observationa fact. The obvious conclusion, Mr. Darwin, isthat Christ Hersalf marked
the Papistswith Her curse, to show one and all the error of their ways."

"According to the Papists," Darwin reminded her, "the snakes are asign of God'sblessing: a
degping snake meanssin lad to rest.”



"Isthat what you think, Mr. Darwin?’
"] think it more practical to examine the facts before making any judgment.”

"That iswhy we are heretoday,” Anne said with a pointed glance. "Facts... and judgment. If you
could direct yoursdlf to the heart of the matter, Mr. Darwin?'

"The heart of the matter," he repeated. "Of course. | agree that today any microscope will show
Papists have snakesin their bloodstream... or as scientists prefer to cal them, serpentine ana ogues,
snceitishighly unlikely the observed phenomenaare actud reptiles—"

"Let us not bandy nomenclature,” Anneinterrupted. "We accept that the entitiesin Papist blood
are unrelated to cobras and puff adders; but they have been called snakesfor centuries, and the name
Is adequate. Proceed to your point, Mr. Darwin.”

"Y ou have just made my point for me, malam. Severa centuries have passed sncethe origina
controversy arose. What we see now may not be what people saw then." He took a deep breath. "If
you read the literature of that long-ago time, you find there was great doubt about the snakes, even
among the Papigts. Serpentine anad ogues were extremely rare and difficult to discern... unlike the very
obvious entities seen today."

"Surely that can be blamed on the equipment,” Anne said. "Microscopes of that day were crude
contrivances compared to our fine modern instruments.”

"That isthe usud argument"—Darwin nodded—"but | believe thereis adifferent explanation.”
IIYS?I
"My argument, maam, is based on my observations of pigeons.”

Anne blinked. "Pigeons, Mr. Darwin?' She blinked again. "The birds?' She bit her lip. "Thefilthy
thingsthat perch on satues?"

"Not wild pigeons, Y our Mgjesty, domestic ones. Bred for show. For example, some centuries
ago, asquirein Sussex took it into his head to breed a black pigeon from his stock of gray ones."

"Why ever would he want a black pigeon?’

"That remains amystery to me too, maam; but the historical records are clear. He set about the
task by selecting pigeons of the darkest gray he could find, and breeding them together. Over many
generations, their color grew darker and darker until today, the squire's descendants boast of pigeons
asblack ascod.”

"They boast of that?"

"Incessantly.”

Darwin seized up apiece of bread and virtudly stuffed it into his mouth. The man had apparently
become so engrossed in talking, he had forgotten who sat acrossthe table. Good, Annethought; he



would be less guarded.

"We understand the principles of animal husbandry,” Anne said. "We do not, however, see how
this pertainsto the Papists.”

"For the past five centuries, Y our Mg esty, the Papists have been going through exactly the same
process... as have the Redeemed, for that matter. Think, maam. In any population, there are
numerous chance differences between individuas; the squire's pigeons, for example, had varying
shades of gray. If some process of salection chooses to emphasize aparticular trait as desirable,
excluding other traits as undesirable—if you restrict darker birdsto breeding with one another and
prevent lighter ones from contributing to the bloodline—the selected characterigtic will tend to
become more pronounced with each generation.”

"You are il talking about pigeons, Mr. Darwin."

"No, maam," he said triumphantly, "1 am talking about Papists and the Redeemed. L et us
suppose that in the times of Patriarch Septus, some people had dmost imperceptible serpentine
analoguesin their bloodstream—a chance occurrence, just as some people may have curlsin their
hair while othersdo not."

Anne opened her mouth to say that curls were frequently not a chance occurrence at dl; but she
decided to remain Slent.

"Now," Darwin continued, "what happened among the people of that day? Some saw thosetiny,
amogt invisble snakes; others did not. Those, who saw them proclaimed, This proves the
unshakable word of Mother Church. Those who saw nothing said, The scriptures cannot be
taken literally—believers must find the truth in their own hearts. And so the Schism split the
world, pitting one camp againgt another.”

"Yes, Mr. Darwin, We know al that."

"So, maam, you must aso know what happened in subsequent generations. Therift in belief
created asimilar rift in the population. Papists only married Papists. The Redeemed only married the
Redeemed.”

"Of course."

" Consequently"—Darwin stressed the word—"those who could see so-called snakesin their
blood only married those of smilar condition. Those who saw nothing married others who saw
nothing. Isit any wonder that, generation by generation, snakes became more and morevisiblein
Papist blood? And less and lesslikely to be seen in the Redeemed? It is Smply amatter of selective
breeding, maam. The Papists are not different from us because the Virgin put her mark on them; they
are different because they sdlected to make themsdves different. To emphasize the difference. And
the Redeemed have no snakesin their blood for the same reason—smply a side effect of our
ancestors maritd prejudice.”

"Mr. Darwin!" Anne said, aghast. "Such clams! No wonder you have angered the Papists as
much as your own countrymen. To suggest God's sacred sign isamere barnyard accident..." The
Queen caught her breath. "Sir, whereis your decency?'



"1 have something better than decency,” he answered in acalm voice. "1 have proof."
"Proof? How could you prove such athing?'

"Some years ago, maam,” he said, "1 took passage on aship sailing the South Seas; and during
that voyage, | saw thingsthat completely opened my eyes."

"More pigeons, Mr. Darwin?"'

Hewaved hishand dismissvely. "The birds of the Pacific Idands are hardly fit study for a
scientist. What | observed were the efforts of missionaries, maam; both Papists and the Redeemed,
preaching to the nativeswho lived in those ides. Have you heard of such missions?'

"We sponsor severd of those missions persondly, Mr. Darwin.”
"And the results, maam?'

"Mixed," Anne confessed. " Some tribes are open to Redemption, while others..." She shrugged.
"The Papists do no better.”

"Just 0, Your Mgesty. Asan example, | visited one idand where the Papists had been
established for thirty years, yet theloca priest claimed to have made no true converts. Mark that
word, true. Many of the natives espoused Papist beliefs, took part in Papist worship, and so on... but
the priest could find no snakesin their blood, so hetold himsdlf they had not truly embraced Mother
Church."

"Y ou would argue with the priest's concluson?'

"Certainly," Darwin replied. "In my eyes, theidand tribe was sSmply aclosed population which
for reasons of chance never developed serpentine analoguesin their blood. If you interbreed only
white pigeons, you will never develop ablack.”

Anne said, "But—" then stopped stone-till as the words of arecent mission report rosein her
mind. We are continually frustrated in our work on thisisland; although the people bow before
God's altar, their blood continues to show the serpent-stain of the Unclean...

"Mr. Darwin," Anne murmured, "could there possibly beidandswhere al the people had snakes
in their blood, regardless of their beliefs?’

"There areindeed, maam,” Darwin nodded. "Almost al the idand populations are isolated and
homogeneous. | found some tribes with snakes, some without—no matter which missonaries
ministered there. When the Papists land among a people who aready have andoguesin their
bloodstream, they soon declare they have converted the tribe and hold great celebrations. However,
when they land among a people whose blood is clear... well, they can preach al they want, but they
won't change the effects of generations of breeding. Usudly, they just give up and move on to another
iIdand where the people are more receptive... which isto say, where they have the right blood to
begin with."

"Ah"



Annelowered her eyes. Darwin had been speaking about the Papigts, but she knew the same
was true of Redeemed missionaries. They tended to stay ayear in one place, do afew blood tests,
then move on if they could not show results—because results were exclusively measured in blood
rather than in what the people professed. If missonaries, her own missonaries, had been abandoning
sincere believers because they didn't believe the conversonswere "true” ...what would God think of
that?

But Darwin hadn't stopped talking. "Our voyage visted many idands, Y our Mgesty, afew of
which had never received missonaries of any kind. Some of those tribes had serpentine analoguesin
their blood, while some did not... and each idand was homogeneous. | hypothesize the potential for
and ogues might have been digtributed evenly through humankind millenniaago; but as populaions
grew isolated, geographicaly or socialy—"

"Yes, Mr. Darwin, We see your point." Anne found she was tapping her finger on the edge of
the table. She stopped hersalf and stood up. "This matter deserves further sudy. We shall ingtruct the
policeto find a place where you can continue your work without disturbance from outside sources.”

Dawin'sfacefdl. "Would that be ajail, maam?'

"A comfortable place of sanctuary,” shereplied. Y ou will be supplied with anything you
need—~hbooks, paper, al of that."

"Will | be ableto publish?" he asked.

"You will have a |least one avid reader for whatever you write." She favored him with the
dightest bow of her head. "Y ou have given us much to think about.”

"Then let me give you one more thought, Y our Mgesty.” He took adeep breath, asif hewas
trying to decideif his next words would be offensive beyond the pale. Then, Anne supposed, he
decided he had nothing to lose. " Papists and the Redeemed have been sdlectively breeding within their
own populations for hundreds of years. There may come atime when they aretoo far removed from
each other to be... cross-fertile. Already there are rumors of an unusualy high mortality rate for
children with one Papist parent and one Redeemed. In time—millennia perhaps, but in time—if we
continue with segregated breeding, | believe the two populations may split into separate species.”

" Separate species? Of humans?'

"1t may happen, Y our Mgesty. At thisvery moment, we may be witnessing the origin of two
new species.”

Queen Anne pursed her lipsin distaste. "The origin of species, Mr. Darwin?If that isajoke, We
are not amused.”

3. The Efficacy of Trisulphozymase for Preventing SA Incompatibility Reactionsin Births
of Mixed-Blood Parentage:

The hearing was held behind closed doors—abad sign. Julia Grant had asked some of her



colleagues what to expect and they all said, Show trial, show trial. Senator McCarthy loved to get
his namein the papers. And yet the reporters were locked out today; just Juliaand the Committee.

A very bad sgn.

"Good afternoon, Dr. Grant," McCarthy said after she had sworn to tdll the truth, the whole
truth, and nothing but the truth. His voice had asmarmy qudity to it, an unpleasant man's attempt at
charm. "'l suppose you know why you're here?!

"No, Senator."”

"Come now, Doctor,” he chided, asif speaking to afive-year-old. " Surely you must know the
purpose of this Committee? And it therefore follows that we'd take great interest in your work."

"My work ismedica research,” shereplied tightly. "I have no paliticd interests at dl.” She
forced hersdlf to stlare McCarthy inthe eye. "1 hed the sick.”

"Theré's sckness and there's sickness." The senator shrugged. "We can al understand doctors
who dedl with sniffles and sneezes and heart attacks... but that's not your fidd, isit?

"No," sheanswered. "I'm ahematologist, specidizing in SA compatibility problems.”
"Could you explain that for the Committeg?’

The doctor suspected that every man on the Committee—and they were dl men—had dready
been briefed on her research. If nothing el se, they read the newspapers. Still, why not humor them?

"All human blood,” she began, "is either SA-positive or SA-negative—"

"SA standsfor Serpentine Andogue?' McCarthy interrupted.

"Y es. The name comes from the outdated belief—"

"That some people have snakesin their bloodstream,” McCarthy interrupted again.

"That's correct."

"Do some people have snakesin their bloodstream?’ McCarthy asked.

"Snakelike entities," another senator corrected... probably a Democrat.

" Serpentine analogues are not present in anyone's bloodstream,” Juliasaid. " They don't appear
until blood isexposed to air. It'sa speciaized clotting mechanism, triggered by an enzyme that

encourages microscopic threads to form at the Ste of an injury—"

"In other words," McCarthy said, " SA-postive blood works differently from SA-negative.
Correct?'

"In thisone regard, yes." Julia nodded.



"Do you think SA-positive blood is better than SA-negative?!

"It provides dightly more effective clotting at wounds—"

"Doyou admire SA-positive blood, Doctor?'

Juliagtared at him. Mentally, she counted to ten. "I am fascinated by al types of blood," she
answered at last. " SA-positive clotsfagter... which is useful to stop bleeding but givesadightly greater
risk of stroke. Overdl, 1'd say the good points and the bad even out. If they didn't, evolution would
soon skew the population strongly one way or the other.”

McCarthy folded his hands on the table in front of him. "So you believein evolution, Dr. Grant?'

"I'mascientidt. | dso believein gravity, thermodynamics, and the universal gas equation.”

Not aman on the Committee so much as smiled.

"Doctor,” McCarthy said quietly, "what blood type are you?'

She gritted her teeth. "The Supreme Court ruled that no one hasto answer that question.”

In sudden fury, McCarthy dammed hisfist onto the table. "Do you see the Supreme Court in
here with us? Do you? Because if you do, show me those black-robed faggots and I'll boot their
pope-loving asses straight out the window." He settled back in hischair. "I don't think you appreciate
the seriousness of your Stuation, Dr. Grant."

"What Stuation?' she demanded. "I'm amedica researcher—"

"And you've devel oped anew drug, haven't you?' McCarthy snapped. "A new drug. That you
want to set loose on the public. I wonder if the person who invented heroin called herself amedical
researcher too."

"Mr. McCarthy, trisulphozymase is not anarcotic. It isacarefully developed pharmaceutical—"

"Which encourages miscegenation between Papists and the Redeemed,” McCarthy finished.
"That'swhat it does, doesn't it, Doctor?

"No!" Shetook adeep breath. "Trisulphozymase combats certain medica problemsthat occur
when an SA-positive father and an SA-negative mother—"

"When a Papist man sres hisfilthy whelp on a Redeemed woman,” McCarthy interrupted.
"When aPapist fucks one of the Saved. That's what you want to encourage, Doctor? That's how
you'll make the world a better place?’

Juliasaid nothing. Shefdt her cheeks burn like achild caught in some forbidden act; and she
was infuriated that her reaction was guilt rather than outrage at what M cCarthy was saying.

Yes, she wanted to say, it will make the world a better place to stop separating humanity
into hostile camps. Most people on the planet had no comprehension of either Papist or Redeemed



theology; but somehow the poisonous idea of blood discrimination had spread to every country of the
globe, regardiess of religiousfaith. Insanity! And millionsrecognized it to be so. Y et the McCarthys of
the world found it aconvenient ladder on which they could climb to power, and who was stopping
them? Look at Germany. Look at Ireland. Look at Indiaand Pakistan.

Ridiculous... and deadly, time and again throughout history. Perhaps she should set aside SA
compatibility and work on acure for the drive to demonize those who were different.

"A doctor dedswith lives, not lifestyles," she said ftiffly. "If | was confronted with a patient
whose heart had stopped begting, | would attempt to start it again, whether the victim was an innocent
child, aconvicted murderer, or even asenator.” She leaned forward. ""Has anyone here ever seen an
SA incompatibility reaction? How anewborn infant dies? How the mother goesinto spasm and
usualy diestoo? Red people, gentlemen; real screams of pain. Only amonster could witness such
things and il rant about ideology.”

A few Committee members had the grace to look uncomfortable, turning away from her gaze;
but M cCarthy was not one of them. "Y ou think thisisal just ideology, Doctor? A lofty discussion of
philosophica doctrine?' He shook his head in unconvincing sorrow. "'l wish it were... | truly wish it
were. | wish the Papists weren't trying to rip down everything this country stands for, obeying the
orders of their foreign mastersto corrupt the spirit of liberty itself. Why should | care about a
screaming woman, when she'swhored hersdlf to the likes of them? She made her decision; now she
has to face the consegquences. No one in thisroom invented SA incompatibility, Doctor. God did...
and | think we should take the hint, don't you?”'

The sharp catch of bilerosein duliasthroat. For amoment, she couldn't find the strength to fight
it; but she couldn't be sick, not in front of these men. Swallowing hard, she forced herself to breathe
evenly until the moment passed. " Senators,” shesaid at last, "do you actudly intend to suppress
trisulphozymase? To withhold lifesaving trestment from those who need it?!

"Some might say it'sasign,” McCarthy answered, "that a Redeemed man can father achildona
Papist without complications, but it doesn't work the other way around. Doesn't that sound likeasign
toyou?'

"Senators," she sad, ignoring McCarthy, "does this Committee intend to suppress
trisulphozymase?'

Slence. Then McCarthy gave alittle smile. "How does trisul phozymase work, Doctor?"

Juliagtared at him, wondering where this new question was going. Warily, shereplied, "Thedrug
dismantlesthe SA factor enzymeinto basic amino acids. This prevents amore dangerous response
from the mother'simmune system, which might otherwise produce antibodies to the enzyme. The
antibodies are the real problem, because they may attack the baby's—"

"So what you're saying," McCarthy interrupted, "isthat this drug can destroy the snakesfrom a
Papist's bloodstream?’

"| told you, there are no snakes. Trisulphozymase temporarily diminates the extraclotting
enzymethat is present in SA-positive blood.”



"It'sonly temporary?'
"That'sdl that's needed. Oneinjection shortly before the moment of birth—"

"But what about repeated doses?' McCarthy interrupted. "Or a massive dose? Could you
permanently wipe out the SA factor from a person's blood?’

"Y ou don't administer trisulphozymase to an SA-postive person,” Juliasaid. "It'sgivento an
SA-negative mother to prevent—"

"But supposeyou did giveit to aPapist. A big dose. Lots of doses. Could it destroy the SA
factor forever?' Heleaned forward eagerly. "Could it make them like us?*

And now Juliasaw it: what this hearing was dl about. Because the Committee couldn't relly
suppress the treatment, could they? Her results were known in the research community. Evenif the
drug was banned here, other countries would use it; and there would eventually be enough public
pressure to force reeval uation. Thiswasn't about the lives of babies and mothers; this was about
dipping the devil'shorns.

Keeping her voice steady, she said, "It would be unconscionable to administer this drug or any
other to a person whose hedlth did not require it. Large doses or long-term use of trisulphozymase
would have side effects| could not venture to guess.” The facesin front of her showed no expression.
"Gentlemen," shetried again, "in an SA-positive person, the enzymeis natural. A natura component
of blood. To interfere with abody's natura functioning when therés no medica judtification...” She
threw up her hands. "Do no harm, gentlemen. The heart of the Hippocratic Oath. At the very least,
doctors must do no harm.”

"Does that mean,” McCarthy asked, "you'd refuse to head aresearch project into this matter?”
IIMé?I

"Y ou'rethetop expert in your field." McCarthy shrugged. "If anybody can get rid of the snakes
onceand for dl, it'syou."

"Senator,” Juliasaid, "have you no shame? Have you no shame at al?'Y ou want to endanger
lives over this.. trividity? A meaningless difference you can only detect with amicroscope—"

"Which meansthey can walk among us, Doctor! Pepists can walk among us. Them with their
special blood, their snakes, their damned inbreeding—they're the ones who care about what you call
atrividity. They're the oneswho flaunt it in our faces. They say they're God's Chosen. With God's
Mark of Blessing. Well, | intend to erase that mark, with or without your help.”

"Without," Juliatold him. " Definitely without."

McCarthy's gaze was on her. He did not look like aman who had just received an absolute no.
With an expression far too smug, he said, "Let metell you a secret, Doctor. From our agentsin the
enemy camp. Even as we speak, the Papists are planning to contaminate our water supply with their
damned SA enzyme. Poison us or make uslike them... one way or the other. We need your drug to
fight that pollution; to remove the enzyme from our blood before it can destroy us. What about that,



Dr. Grant? Will your precious medica ethicslet you work on atreatment to keep us safe from their
damned Papigt toxins?'

Juliagrimaced. "Y ou know nothing about the human metabolism. People couldn't ‘catch’ the SA
factor from drinking water; the enzyme would just break down in your ssomach acid. | supposeit
might be possible to produce a methylated version that would eventudly work itsway into the
bloodstream..." She stopped hersdlf. "Anyway, | can't believe the Papists would be so insane asto—"

"Right now," McCarthy interrupted, "Stting in acommittee room of some Papist hideaway, there
areagroup of menwho are just as crazy aswe are. Believe that, Doctor. Whatever we arewilling to
do to them, they arewilling to do to us; the only question iswho'll doiit first." McCarthy settled back
and cradled his hands on his scomach. " Snakes all 'round, Dr. Grant. Y ou can make adifferencein
who gets bitten.”

It was, perhaps, the only true thing McCarthy had said since he'd started spesking. Juliatried to
doubt it, but couldn't. SA-positive or negative, you could still be aruthless bastard.

She said nothing.

McCarthy stared at her afew moments more, then glanced at the men on both sides of him.
"Let's consgder this hearing adjourned, dl right? Give Dr. Grant alittle timeto think thingsover." He
turned to look straight at her. "A little time. Well contact you in afew days... find out who scares you
more, usor them.”

He had the nerve to wink before he turned away.

The other senatorsfiled from the room, amost bumping into each other in the hurry to leave.
Complicitous men... weak men, for al their power. Juliaremained in the uncomfortable "witness
chair,” giving them ample time to scurry away; she didn't want to lay eyes on them again when she
findly went out into the corridor.

Using trisulphozymase on an SA-positive person... what would be the effect? Predictions were
amost worthlessin biochemistry—medical science was avast ocean of ignorance dotted with
researcherstrying to stay afloat in makeshift canoes. The only prediction you could safely make was
that alarge enough dose of any drug would kill the patient.

On the other hand, better to inject trisul phozymase into SA-positive people than SA-negative.
The chemical reactions that broke down the SA enzyme a so broke down the
trisulphozymase—mutua assured destruction. If you didn't have the SA enzymein your blood, the
trisulphozymase would build up to lethd levels much faster, smply because there was nothing to stop
it. SA-posgitive people could certainly tolerate dosages that would kill a...

Juliafet achill wash through her. She had created a drug that would poison SA-negatives but
not SA-positives... that could selectively massacre the Redeemed while leaving the Papists standing.
And her research was amatter of public record. How long would it take before someone on the
Papist side made the connection? One of those men McCarthy had talked about, just as ruthless and
crazy asthe senator himself.

How long would it take before they used her drug to daughter half the world?



There was only oneway out: put al the snakesto deep. If Julia could somehow wave her hands
and make every SA-positive person SA-negative, then the playing field would be level again. No, not
the playing fidd—thekilling fidd.

Insanity... but what choice did she have? Sign up with McCarthy; get rid of the snakes before
they began to bite; pray the side effects could be treated. Perhaps, if saner minds prevailed, the
process would never be deployed. Perhaps the threat would be enough to force some kind of
bilatera enzyme disarmament.

Fedling twenty yearsolder, Dr. JuliaGrant left the hearing room. The corridor was empty;
through the great glass entryway at the front of the building, she could see late afternoon sunlight
danting acrossthe marble steps. A single protester stood on the sdewak, mutely holding asign
a oft—no doubt what M cCarthy would call a Papist sympathizer, traitoroudy opposing aduly
gppointed congressona committee.

The protester's sign read: Why do you concern your self with the sleeping creature before
you, when you are blind to the serpentsin your own heart?

Juliaturned away, hoping the building had aback door.

Sense of Wonder

[After schoal, 4:30 P.M.]

Nicholas: How 'bout the collision of two Dyson spheres?

Brendan: Bor-ring.

N: Two sentient Dyson spheres.

B: How can a Dyson sphere be sentient? It'sjust, like, ashell with asuninsde,

N: Both spheres are made of nanotech. Y ou know? L.ittle microscopic robots and they're dll
linked into big hive-minds.

B: So the spheres are big computers?

N: Hive-minds. Because each nanite is sentient on its own. Each oneisway smarter than
humansto begin with.

B: If they're so smart, why are the spheres colliding? They should just change course.

N: Because... because one sphereis made of matter and the other's antimatter! A big antimatter
Dyson sphere, the size of awhole solar system, right? And it's getting pulled toward the
normal-matter one because opposites attract.

B: You mean like you and Ashley McGregor?



N: | am not attracted to... the only reason | even talk to her isjust shelives two houses down
fromme

B: Suppose the Dyson spheres are getting together to make out.
N: What?

B: Y ou're the one who said they're sentient. And they're, like, you know, billion-year-old
virgins.

N: Yeah, right. Virgind
B: Stupid old virgins.

N: Wait asecond. If they're both spheres and they want to get it on, doesn't that make them
oay?

B: Oneis matter and the other's antimatter.

N: Doesn't make adifference. They're both spheres!
B: Oh. Yeah. | seeyour point.

N: Now if onewasa ringworld...

B: Right. Then, like, the sphere could go right through the ringworld. Y ou know, kind of back
and forth...

N: Inand out.

B: Y eah. Except doesn't aringworld have asun?

N: Oh, right. Ringworlds have asunin the middle.

B: So when the Dyson sphere tries to, you know, dide through thering, it gets kind of scorched.
N: What can | say? Love hurts.

B: Isthat what Ashley tellsyou?

N: Look, | just walk home with her sometimes, okay? We live so close together—

B: Supposeit'sa ghost ringworld.

N: A what?

B: Like, it doesn't have asun. It'sal dark and cold and creepy.



N: And the Dyson sphereisjust going through space, minding its own business, when it seesthis
thing floating out there.

B: So the sphere kind of driftsup dowly, and asit'sdiding insde, it goes, "Hello? Hello?
Anybody here?’

N: Oh, sure, likeit cantak in vacuum!

B: It sendsradio Sgnals.

N: How 'bout it creates holographic words acrossits surface?

B: Or maybe Dyson spherestak with pheromones.

N: That's cool.

B: Itsatmosphereisfilled with thiskind of perfume cdled, "Hello? Hello? Anybody here?

N: Whichisbasicaly what they should cdl all perfumes. "Hello? Hello? Is anyone paying
attention to me?"

B: Like Janice Wozniak.

N: Y eah, right, Janice Wozniak. Svimming in Chanel or something.

B: Does Ashley wear perfume?

N: Shewantsto but her mom won't et her. Perfume, makeup, al that stuff.

B: Youtak to Ashley about makeup?

N: Oh, fuck off! Fuck right off! | thought we were talking about Dyson spheres.
B: A Dyson sphere diding into aghost ringworld.

N: And, like, it gets partway inside when the ring closes up like a bear trgp! Boom. And the
Dyson sphereis snared!

B: Very psychologicd.

N: It'snot psychological! It's... okay, the ring doesn't close like a bear trap.
B: It just Ststhere, dark and cold.

N: And the sphere passes through and keeps on going.

B: Pheromonesand dll.



N: Off into the blackness.

[Pause]

B: It'sdtill psychological.

N: | know it's psychological! But what do you want?Y ou want the sphere to turn around and
come limping back? No way! The ringworld isthe one who'sbeing al cold and dark. It's not the
spherésfault if it'sjust, like, afriend, and the ringworld isredly interested in some jerk of a nebulal

B: Adhley likes udtin?

N: Asif shetaks about anyone ese.

B: Maybe she's trying to make you jedous.

N: She could wish. Just wait till you and | arerich, famouswriters. Well be making millionson
the bestsdller lidt...

B: And shell bewith dustin. Kind of its own punishment.

N: So the Dyson sphere couldn't care less about the ringworld. It doesn't want to get anywhere
near theringworld.

B: The spherejust sits back and laughs while the ringworld gets sucked into a huge black hole.
N: Nah. Black holes are way too psychological.

B: You'reright. How 'bout the sphere goesin and out through the ringworld but it doesn't mean
anything?

N: Oh sure, likethat isn't creepy. Theringworld isn't serioudy bad. It'sjust... looking for sunin
al thewrong places.

B: Soit might smarten up someday?

N: How should | know? | can't even tell what would be ahappy ending, okay? Because on the
one hand, it's so stupid to care, when it means getting dl involved in... ringworld stuff. Who wants
that? But on the other hand...

B: Ringworldsareredly redly pretty.

N: Yeah.

[Pause]

B: How 'bout this what's redlly going on isthere are these two gods, right? And al this stuff with

the ringworld and the Dyson sphere, it turns out what's really happening isthe gods arejust playing
basketball.



N: Ooo. Nicetwist.

B: Cosmic hoops.

N: Perfect solution.

B: My driveway or yours?
[Pause]

N: Mine. Ashley might walk by.
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